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Occupational differences between the sexes is a prevalent 
soc i a 1 phenomenon inmost contemporary soc i ety . Men and 
" 
women tend to settle in different occupations with different 
prospects and rewards. 
Th is study invest i gates the occupat i ona 1 cho ices and 
experiences of secondary school leavers who enter the labor 
market in Hong Kong with Form Five qualifications. The focus 
is on the sex differences in the transition process between 
school and work ~nd their initial experiences in the first 
three years of work. It also examines the influences of 
family experiences and school life on the occupational 
orientations of ,these young people. Two young men and two 
young women are in-depth interviewed in a qualitative 
framework. They entered the labor market with roughly the 
same academic results and started wi ,th the same type of low-
level clerical work. Their occupational attainment and 
prospect after three years after their graduation were 
however very' di fferent from one another. 
It appears that occupational differences between these 
young peop 1 e cannot be exp 1 a i ned by thei r initial 
orientations or choices when they first entered the job 
market. The differences seems to be embedded in the 
experiences and opportunities they encountered in the 
workplace .. Significant sex differences in occupational 
v 
experiences identified include their job specifications, 
social relations in the workplace, overtime work and learning 
opportunities. Different expectations towards their future 
roles in family and work were also found among these young 
people. These expectations largely conform to traditional 
sex role stereotypes and relate strongly to their present 
experiences and ambitions in their jobs. 
The inadequacy of mainstream theories and researches in 
Psychology and Sociology is examined from the perspectives 
of feminist thinking, social constructionism and 
structuration theory. It is proposed that qualitative case 
studies are relevant for understanding large social forces 
while focusing at the individual level. Analyses of concrete 
processes and act ions can inform us of the dynami cs of 
structural forces influencing these young people and phould 
complement the findings in quantitative researches. 
vi 
CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 
.: 
This research is about the occupational choices and 
experiences secondary school leavers make when they are in 
'0 
the transition between school and work. It is observed that 
even when young men and women have received equal amount of 
schoo 1 i ng and have rough 1 y the same academi c ach; evement, 
they tend to settle in different types of occupations with 
different prospects. This study attempts to understand why 
they start their occupational life differently. 
Sex segregation in the labor market has long been a 
major research theme in Economics and Sociology. The 
differences between men and women in education, occu.pation 
and wages are the cores of the researches. Though Psychology 
is wary of studying structural variables, it does offer some 
explanations to this social phenomenon. Socialization is a 
wi de 1 y accepted perspect i ve in Psycho 1 ogy to exp 1 a in how 
individuals become members in a society with appropriate 
knowl edge, att i tudes and sk ill s. Bri efl y speak i ng, thi s 
perspect i ve proposes that men and women are engag i ng in 
different types of work because they have received different 
socialization resulting in different temperaments in men and 
women. It is one of the objectives of this study to evaluate 
the applicability of socialization perspective in explaining 
occupational differences between the sexes. 
Qualitative research framework is employed in this study 
1 
with in-depth interviewing as the primary method of data 
collection.~ It is intended that in-depth interviewing could 
provide empirical details in this study of concrete processes 
and actions of young people entering the occupational world. 
Two general questions which I intend to probe in this 
research are: 1) What are the soc i a 1 and psycho log i ca 1 
constraints which lead young people into different tracks in 
occupat i ona 1 1 i fe? 2 ) What are the i r subj ect i ve 
considerations when they make their occupational decisions 
in the transitions between school and work? 
Four young people (two males and two females) were 
interviewed. They all finished secondary school education 
in 1989 and have settled in full time employment at the time 
when the interviews were conducted, i.e. 1992. 
The rest of this chapter will first ' elucidate the 
phenomenon of gender occupational differences and discuss 
the educational attainments of men and women as this is 
considered one of the most important determinants of 
occupational ,attainment. The significance of the study will 
then be highlighted. In Chapter 2, major psychological and 
sociological theories and researches relating to the study 
will be reviewed, followed by insights from the feminist 
perspectives. A statement of the research questions and the 
focus of the study are presented at the end of the chapter. 
Chapter 3 will present a discussion of the research design 
and an elucidation of the qualitative approach. Profiles of 
2 
work history and family background of interviewees are 
provided in Chapter 4. The young people's account,s of their 
career choices and experiences, school life, family process 
and their expectations of their future roles in family and 
work are described' and discussed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 
respectively. Major themes discovered in these chapters are 
drawn . together in the concluding chapter and the strengths 
and weaknesses of this study are discussed. 
1.1 Gender Differences in Occupational Attainment 
Occupational differentiation has two dimensions: 
vertical and horizontal. rWhen men and women are competing 
in the same occupational field, 'men usually occupy higher 
positions relative to women both in terms of prestige level 
and monetary return.~ Ho (198p) analyzed recr4itment 
advertisements in an English newspaper in Hong Kong which 
specified the preferences of a particular sex for the 
advertised positions. She found that women were preferred 
in clerical positions such as secretaries and clerks whereas 
a higher percentage of men was preferred in managerial or 
supervisory positions. Jobs advertised in Engl ish newspapers 
are usually of higher pay and status. In a typical garment 
or electronic factory, it ;s not uncommon to find all femaie 
production-line workers supervised by a male foreman. 
It should be noted that it is a breach of law in many 
countries for employers to specify the preferred sex for a 
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job vacancy without adequate reasons. This is regarded as 
a discrimination against, usually, women. The Uni~ed Kingdom 
is a signatory to the Un i ted Nat ions Convent i on on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 
which was implemented on 3 September 1981. China is also a 
signatory. However, the United Kingdom has not extended this 
convention to Hong Kong (Pearson, 1990). Therefore, it is 
still legally permissible for the employers in Hong Kong to 
overtly select and place employees in different positions in 
a company with the sex of the cand i dates as one of the 
criteria. 
At every level of educational qualification, when males 
and females are competing in different labor markets, female-
dominant occupations are usually of lower pay and command 
lower social status. For example, disproportionate~y more 
women have been found in jobs such as nursing, social work, 
child care, primary school teaching, retail sales, service 
and clerical jobs. Some of these ~helping professions' such 
as teachers, nurses, social workers offer decent but mediocre 
salary. High-paid and more prestigious occupations such as 
eng i neers, 1 awyers, medi ca 1 doctors, accountants and 
university lecturers are mostly taken up by men. 
Income disparity between the two sexes is persistent as 
a result of interaction of vertical and horizontal 
differentiation, and in some cases, even when men and women 
are doing the same jobs. In Hong Kong, the salary schedule 
4 
in the Public Service before the 1970s was based on the 
principle that the pay of a woman officer should be 
approximately 75 percent of that of a male officer doing 
comparable work (Colonial Secretariat, 1962). Thus the 
salary of a female teacher was a quarter less than that of 
a male teacher of the same rank with the same duties. The 
assumption under such differential was that men had family 
obligation and had to support his wife and children. While 
this formal discriminatory practice was abolished in the 
1970s, the pay for female labor in most industries today is 
still lowe~ than that for male labor in both production and 
non-production industries. On average, women workers earn 
only about 75 percent of the wages of male workers (Ng, 1989; 
Wong, 1 991 ) . 
At the same time, many women are employed in secondary 
labor market characterised by little or no prospect of career 
advancement and lower job satisfaction. They act as a buffer 
of labor supply which could easily be hired or fired 
depending on fluctuations in the business environment. 
Industrial outwork is a typical example of secondary labor 
market in Hong Kong which employs largely women (Lui, 1991). 
1.2 Influences of Education on Occupational Differences 
Since educational attainment ;s one of the most 
; mportant determi nants of occupat i ona 1 atta i nment (Tsa;, 
1984), one would ask whether the occupational differences 
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between men and women are the consequences of differences in 
their educational attainment. Do women always have lower 
educational attainment which lead to their lower occupational 
status in society? 
1 .2. 1 Women--the Inferior Species? 
For a long time in history, in countries both east and 
west, women usually had lower educational attainment or were 
simply denied access to education. While we generally agree 
today that this is a discrimination against women, it was not 
so understood in the past. And this discrimination was 
justified by prevalent stereotypical images of women in 
society, sanctioned by ancient philosophical writings or 
accepted as the will of God. 
In Politics, Aristotle argued that lithe woman has [a 
deliberative faculty] but it is without authority. 11 
Consequently, lithe male is by nature superior and the female 
inferior; the one rules and the other . is ruled" (Mckeon, 
1941). Middle Ages thinkers like Thomas Aquinas argued that 
God made woman to be a helper in procreation for man because 
"woman's power of reasoning is less than a man's" (Quoted in 
MacGuigan, 1973). 
Even in the 20th -century, Freud (1933) declared that 
"women must be regarded as having little sense of justice 
[and it]. is no doubt related to the preponderance of envy in 
their mental life; ... We also regard women as weaker in 
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their social interests and having less capacity for the 
sublimating their instincts than men." 
Because men and women were regarded as possessing 
different God giVen natures, it is not difficult to 
understand women's lower educational attainment and lower 
social status in history since they were not considered fully 
rational agents and had a differen~ role (a subordinate one) 
to play i n soc i et y . The we 1 1 -known express ion f It is a 
women's virtue not to be learned or wise' (~f~;t1t.~ 1t-- ) 
best summarizes the attitudes and beliefs towards women in 
traditional Chinese society. 
1'.2.2 Approaching Equality? 
In recent decades, wfth 'the worldwide trend in 
educat i ona 1 expans ion, women have more access to sch9-0 1 i ng . 
The trend is more evident in affluent societies. In 
countries such as France, Canada, Sweden, Norway, Finland, 
and the United states, women comprise about half or slightly 
more of the student body in higher educat ion (Mak, 1991). 
In the United states, for example, more girls than boys 
graduate from high school and more women than men receive 
bachelor's degrees, and women outnumber men in master degree 
programs. In professional and Ph.D. programs, more men than 
women are enroled, but evidence suggests that the gaps are 
cl os i ng (M i cke 1 son, 1989). In low-income countries, where 
education is given lower priority to economic development, 
women is often the disadvantaged group in the shari ng of 
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limited educational resources (see Papanek, 1985). 
However, equality in educational attainment in affluent 
countr i es between the sexes does not liecessar i 1 y 1 ead to 
equality in occupational attainment. The significance of 
educational qual ifications to subsequent occupational 
attainment is different bet~een men and women. Tsang (1990) 
found that educational qualifications impose a much greater 
effect on status attainment among women than among men in 
Hong Kong. Moreover, young women · are confronted with much 
greater constraints from their ascribed family background in 
both the educational and status attainment process than their 
male contemporaries. In anot~er study of girls' schooling 
in Hong Kong, it is found that the economi c return on 
educational investment is lower for women than for men (Mak, 
1992). In an investigation of the relatio:n between edu,cation 
and income in the United States, Stockard (1985) examined 
data on educational attainm~nt and income of men and women 
in various age cohorts in the labor force in 1962, 1972, 
1982, she found that when compared to the gender disparities 
in income, the variations in average educational attainment._ 
are virtually nonex i stent. The income rat i 0 of fema 1 e to 
male workers does not appear to vary with their relative 
education. 
The general picture is that even women and men workers 
with equal amounts of schooling are receiving very different 
incomes. It was suggested that thi s coul d ari se from the 
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tendency of women and men choosing different fields of study 
in high schools and the colleges (Stockard, 1985; Mickelson~ 
1989). Variations in the area of study do seem to correspond 
to extensive differences in the kinds of jobs men and women 
'0 
hold, resulting in the persistent sex segregation in the 
occupational structure. 
Sex segregation in fields of specialization in education 
seem to be a global phenomenon. A recent study in Hong Kong 
indicated that although the number of females receiving post-
secondary education had increased, the majority of them were 
concentrated on a small range of areas of study. They are 
highly represented in clerical-related training courses that 
prepare them to work in the lower-status jobs in the tertiary 
sector. On the other hand, males were more likely to receive 
training in science and technology (such as engineering) 
which offer a better career prospect. In addition, more men 
than women entered the universities while a greater 
proportion of women attended the teacher's colleges and nurse 
training schools (Ngo, 1990). 
Thus we may conclude that with the introduction of 
compulsory education in the 1970s and the current expansion 
of higher education in Hong Kong, the gap between males and 
females in the number of years of schooling they receive is 
closing. But sex segregation in the fields of specialization 
remain a serious problem, ' taking note of the fact that the 
female-dominant fields mostly lead to occupations with lower 
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pay and lower status relative to those of males. 
So the question becomes that in a highly developed city 
like Hong Kong, where both sexes can receive practically the 
same amount of schooling, why do most of the females still 
end up in occupat ions wi th lower status, poorer monetary 
rewards and dimmer prospect? What are the remaining 
obstacles to gender equality in the occupational world when 
most of the overt discriminatory practices are removed? In 
the next chapter, psychological and sociological explanations 
to these questions will be discussed. 
1.3 Significance of the Study 
The signifi~ance of this study is two-fold. First, it 
will provide useful evidences for educational practitioners 
to evaluate and rethink their effort in educating young men 
I and women. Teachers are suppose-dl y bestowed wi th dua 1 
responsibilities of preparing the students as useful and 
productive members in society and at the same time help to 
develop the fullest potential of individual students. If it 
is ou r assumpt i ans that both boys and g i r 1 shave equa 1 
potential and that we are providing egalitarian education to 
them, then it would be disturbing for us to acknowledge that 
many female students are actually end up in positions in the 
job market that may not have their potential fully developed. 
This stuc;:ty should help to discern the contradiction and 
dynamics behind the pattern of occupational differences 
10 
between the sexes. 
Second, it will contribute to a deeper understanding of 
the phenomenon of occupational differences by documenting 
concrete experiences of individuals in the first few years 
in their occupational lives. Most psychological studies of 
occupational differences between the sexes employed 
quantitative research 'designs with their focus on the 
external socializat;on influences on occupational 
orie~tations, aspirations and outcomes. The quantitative 
approach can enlighten us with statistical differences 
between men and women on a number of social psychological 
variables or occupational outcomes. However, quantitative 
designs are weak in conceptualizing the problem in terms of 
process. By employing qualitative design, this study can 
contribute to our empirical understanding of the proc~ss of 
how young people make decisions and interact with the 
workplace in the early sta~e of their oC9upational lives. 
It will help us to discover the multitude of forces shaping 
their experiences. Qualitative case studies enable us to 
delve in depth into the complexities and processes which the 
quantitative researchers could only guess. It should 




CHAPTER 2 REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
In this chapter, I will examine the explanations offered 
by the psychological and -sociological perspectives to the 
phenomenon of occupat i ona 1 differences between the sexes. 
Theoretical debates within these perspectives will be 
highli-ghted. At the end of this chapter, I will point out 
the areas that have been neglected in previous researches and 
which I attempt to focus on in this study. 
2.1 The Psychological Perspective 
To the question, "Why do most women hold low-ranking 
. b ?II JO S. the psychological perspect i ve offers exp 1 anat ions 
dealing with sex differences in cognitive abilities, 
motivational factors, and the differential socializa'ttion of 
males and females. 
2 • 1 • 1 Cognitive Differences between the Sexes 
Different jobs require different abilities. If we could 
ascertain that men and women do possess different strengths 
and weaknesses in their cognitive abilities, then the 
occupational differentiation might be easier to be justified: 
peop 1 e are just doi ng what su it them best. Maccoby and 
Jacklin (1974) reviewed over a thousand research reports on 
sex differences. They identified three cognitive abilities 
in which sex differences are fairly well established: verbal, 
quantitative, and visual-spatial abilities. These three sex 
12 
differences have been reported reliably with a female 
advantage in verbal abilities and a male advantage in visual-
spatial and quantitative ab; 1 ities. The magnitudes and 
significance of these differences are, however, disputable. 
To find out just how large the differences really are, Hyde 
(1981) reanalysed the verbal, mathematical, and spatial-
visual studies reviewed by Maccoby and Jacklin. Hyde found 
that the average male and female scores wer~ quite similar; 
further, gender accounted for only 1 percent of the variation 
;n scores in verbal ability and quantitative ability and 4 
percent of the variation in spatial-visual ability. She 
concluded that these "well-established" differences were in 
fact very small. (For a detailed discussion on this subject, 
see Ha1pern, 1986.) 
2 . 1 .2 Motivational Aspects: Difference in Self-confidence 
and the cFear of Success' Syndrome 
Recent evidence suggests that sex differe~ces - in 
mathematics and science training arise not so much from sex 
differences in the ability to master these subjects but from 
the label ing of these fields as male domains (Marin; & 
Bri nton, 1984; Raymond & Benbow, 1986) • There i s we' 1 
documented ev i dence that the two sexes are not equa 11 y 
confident of the; r abi 1 ities in mathematics and science 
subjects. There is also evidence that sex differences in 
self-confidence exist regardless of objective levels of 
performance. That is, even when girls get better grades in 
mathematics than boys, they perceive themselves to be less 
13 
• 
competent (Fox et al., 1979; Pare1ius, 1981, 1982; Fennema, 
1974; quoted in Marin; & Brinton, 1984). 
Thus, it seems that many girls believe that certain 
subjects are tnot suitable for females' so they cannot excel 
in these subjects beyond the basi cs. Whenever cho; ca ; s 
allowed, girls would tend to avoid these tmasculine' 
subjects. This tendency leads to gender segregation in 
fields of specialization in school. 
In Hong Kong, gender segregation in fields of 
specialization begins in senior forms when ' most of the 
students are divided into science or arts streams. Since 
the places in senior forms are limited, students have to 
achieve good enough academic results in junior forms in order 
to secul'·e a Form 4 place. Then they are usually placed in 
science or arts stream by the school authority after 
consideration of their own performance and preference in 
junior forms. 
The anomaly begins here. Take the school in which I 
worked as an example: for three consecutive years (1988-91), 
the average academic results of most girls were better than 
those of boys in junior forms so more than 60 percent of the 
places in Form 4 were secured by girls. More boys than girls 
had to leave the school after Form 3 because they had poorer 
results. But a great majority of girls remaining (80 to 90 
percent) were placed in arts stream which generally offer 
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slimmer academic and career prospects in Hong Kong. 
Girls are not only supposed to refrain from certain 
subjects labeled as 'masculine'. It was even suggested that 
they have a general 'fear of success' (Horner, 1970). 
According to this theme, girls face pressure within school 
to play down academic success for fear of losing their 
femininity and potential boyfriends. It is argued that 
unfortunately femininity and competitive achievement are 
viewed as two desirable but mutually exclusive ends. This 
'fear of success', or 'motive to avoid success', is 
postulated to be a psychological barrier in many young women 
that prevents them from actively seeking or making obvious 
their abilities"and potential. In this way, . their abilities, 
interests, and intellectual potential remain inhibited and 
unfulfilled (Horner, 1972). 
However, replication of the 'fear of success' studies 
. . 
has yielded contradictory results. Hoffman (1974) used 
methods to Horner's, yet he found that men displayed a 
greater fear ' of success than women di d. Numerous other 
replications have led to the suggestion that this phenomenon 
may appear among men as we 11 as women and i t P robab 1 y 
involves a reflection of the girls' more realistic 
understanding of social reality more than a deep-seated fear 
of achievement (Stockard, 1985). The girls may recognise the 
prevalent attitudes towards women's success in the society 
and its social consequences and at the same time may re~ist 
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them in different ways. It is suggested that women may have 
this 'double consciousness' towards social reality (Condor, 
1986). 
2.1.3 Differential Socialization 
Another widely accep.ted position in Psychology is the 
socialization perspective, which is firmly grounded in 
theories of learning and social moaeling. Socialization is 
generally defined as 'the process' by which individuals 
acquire the knowledge, skills, . and dispositions that enable 
them to participate as more or less effective members of 
groups and the society (Valli, 1986: 14). Sex-typed behavior 
is seen as resulting from the fact that reinforcement 
contingencies depend on the sex of the responder. That is, 
girls and boys are reinforced or punished for different kinds 
of behavior, and male and female models display di~ferent 
kinds of behavior (Marini and Brinton, 1984). 
When applied to gender issues, it is posed that men and 
women received differential socialization so women have 
acquired certain personality traits dependence, 
sociability, noncompetitiveness that limit their 
aspirations and their abilities. This perspective suggests 
that cultural views of the proper attitudes and behaviors 
for each sex are communicated to boys and girls through the 
messages of their parents, the images provided by the media, 
and the · communications of teachers and friends; these 
messages are then internalized, with consequences for adult 
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life. There is a host of studies that document the different 
~ 
socialization practices boys and girls receive since they are 
born, the most important socializing agencies being families 
and schools. It is suggested that socialization contributes 
'0 
to sex segregation by creating in males and females specific 
orientations, preferences, and competencies for occupations 
that have been defined as sex appropriate, while leaving men 
and women disinclined toward or ignorant of opportunities to 
pursue other occupations (Epstein, 1988: 137). 
2 . 1 .4 Sex Role Theory 
Another closely related theory in explaining the 
behavioral differences between men and women is the sex role 
theory. The notion of a socially provided script for 
; nd; vi dua 1 behav i or, first 1 earned and then enacted, is 
app 1 i ed to gender. Sex role stereotypes are basically 
considered as a result of the socialization process. The 
expectations of behaviors and personality dispositions for 
males and females are different. These stereotypes are 
promoted through fam; 1 ies, schools, mass media and other 
t agenci es o'f soCi a 1 i zat ion' . Males are socialized to be 
assertive, authoritative, and competent in occupational 
skills, whereas females are socialized to be nurturant, 
deferent, and competent in domestic skills. 
The sex role theory, influential in Psychology since 
1940s, 0 attributes women's disadvantages to stereotyped 
customary expectations, both held by men and internalized by 
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women. In principle, the inequalities can be eliminated by 
breaking down the stereotypes: for instance by giving girls 
better training and more varied role models, by introducing 
equal opportunity programs and anti-discrimination 
'0 
legislation, or by freeing labour market restrictions 
(Connell, 1987:34). Sandra Bem, who publicized the concept 
of androgyny and the gender scheme theory since the 1970s, 
has argued that gender is a social construction or scheme 
that can be eliminated by extensive changes in the gender 
socialization practices of our society (Bern, 1979, 1985). 
According to Connell (1gS7), role theory is the approach 
to social structure which locates its basic constraints in 
stereotyped interpersonal expectations. This way of talking 
about gender is attractive in several ways. First, it allows 
a shift away from biological assumptions about sex 
differences, emphasizing that women's and men's behaviours 
are different because they respond to different social 
expectations. Second, sex role theory connects social 
structure to the formation of personality, an important and 
difficult theoretical task. It offers a simple framework for 
describing the insertion of individuals into social 
relations. The basic idea is that this occurs by ~role 
learning', 'socialization' or 'internalization'. Thus 
feminine character is produced by socialization into the 
female role, masculine character by socialization into the 
male role and deviant by some kind of failure in 
socialization. Third, sex role theory offers principles for 
18 
a politics of reform. If the subordination of women is 
largely a result of role expectations that defioe them as 
helpmates or subordinates, their characters as passive or 
expressive (rather than instrumental), then the obvious path 
forward is to change the expectations (Connell, 1987: 48-49). 
However, the difficulties with the theory is that it 
assumes a straight forward correlation between role 
expectations and behavior performance. It ignores the 
individual as a thinking subject and overlook the mediating 
process between the existing role structure and the action 
of the individual. 
2.2 Empirical Studies in the Psychological Perspective 
Socialization perspective and sex role theory are/widely 
employed in empirical studies to address the problem of 
occupational differences b~tween men and women in society. 
Since Psychology mainly theorizes at the individual level, 
focusing on intrapersonal or interpersonal factors, the study 
of occupatiorial differences usually turns into a study of 
differences in occupational aspirations or expectations 
between the sexes. The common research strategy is to ask 
adolescents, usually in pencil-and-paper form, the 
occupations they are interested in or prefer to enter in a 
few years' time. The occupations listed by the respondents 
are theh gauged against some established scales of 
occupational status to determine their aspiration level. The 
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means of the female and male responses are then compared. 
Most of these empirical studies on young people's 
occupational aspirations portray a coherent picture with the 
following results: males and females sort themselves 
differently in occupational choices; the range of choices 
made by females is narrower than the range of choices made 
by males; (Bain & Fottler, 1980)~ career choices follow 
traditional patterns (Hammond & Oingley, 1989); while males 
predomi nant 1 y choose ma 1 e-domi nate,d occupat ions, high 
socioeconomic status females are more likely than low 
socioeconomic status females to choose male-dominated 
occupations (Hannah & Kahn, ~989); compared with boys, a 
greater proportion of girls prefer occupations in lower 
social class categories, that is girls usually have lower 
occupational aspi rations; and a much smaller majorjty of 
girls is prepared to pursue an occupation if their future 
spouse is wi 11 i ng to stay' at home and look ,after the; r 
children (Hammond & Oing1ey, 1989). 
Si mi 1 ar ' stud i es have' been done in Hong Kong. Chow 
(1991) compared career preferences, achievement motivations, 
self-confidence and self assessment of abilities between male 
and female graduates of the Chinese University of Hong Kong 
and the Shenzhen Un i vers i ty. She found that the women's 
career preferences are to a certain extent dictated by gender 
role stereotypes. Women are less confident, assess 
themselves less favourably in many job-related attributes, 
20 
and have lower achievement aspirations as compared to men. 
2.2.1 Causes of -Differences and Prospects for change 
While this picture of young people's aspiration 
generally mirror the existing occupational structure of the 
society, the accounts given for such sex differences are more 
various. Researchers differ in locating the major sources 
of influences, the timing of the formation of aspirations, 
and the implications for possible changes. 
Bain and Fottler (1980) argue that females have been 
traditionally socialized - to anticipate their primary adult 
role as that of wife and mother. As a result, female career 
choices are often made contingently rather than as a primary 
life-shaping decision. They propose that most adolescents 
make their first tentative choices during a period of 
"anticipatory social;zat;on" which encompasses the time prior 
to entering a work organization during which the individual 
is forming expectations about jobs and making decisions about 
employment. Anticipatory socialization results in the 
development of vocational self-concepts which includes 
personality, interests, values, perceived capacities, 
perceived opportunities, and perceived costs. They find that 
adolescents females form vocational self-concepts which 
differ from those of ado'lescent males and produce different 
career choices. 
As regarding the possibility for change, Bain and 
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Fottler (1980) are quite hopeful that: tIn time, as sex role 
expectations change and the options available to both men and 
women increase, sex differences in "anticipatory 
socialization", vocational self-concepts, and career choice 
, .. 
may eventually be minimized.' 
Hammond and Oingley (1989) believe that the lower career 
aspirations of girls may reflect their attitude that 
competence and career success are seen as unfeminine. But 
they are qui ck to poi nt out that the gi rl s mi ght be more 
realistic about what jobs they are likely to be able to get 
as young women. 
Furlong (1986) locates the cause of sex differences in 
occupation in the lower initial aspirations of girls which 
are developed primarily within the family. She suggests that 
the soc i a 1 i zat i on of g i r 1 s often tends to resu 1 tin the 
development of a gender identity which effectively prevents 
many girls from considering applying for jobs which they see 
as traditionally male. This socialization is mainly 
accomplished ' through observations of role models within the 
family. For girls, their role models are often their 
mothers .. This type of socialization maintains segregation 
without overt discrimination by preventing school leavers 
. from even considering a job which holds a particular sexual 
stereotype in their eyes. 
Furlong (1986) is not so optimistic on the likelihood 
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of changing the present situation. She concludes that 'while 
we may be able to overcome some of the·more severe,obstac1es 
to girls occupational success by intervention in the labour 
market and by encouragement at school, ultimately it is the 
role models within the family which have the greatest 
influence upon girls future career paths~ and such influences 
are by far the most difficult to break down.' 
Ho's (1985) research of recruitment advertisements does 
not address specifically the formation of adolescents' 
aspirations. But she contends that sex-role stereotyping is 
a 'primary factor that stands in the way of women improving 
their terms and prospects in employment. She suggests that 
sex-role stereotypes serve to influence the . position of women 
in the labour market in Hong Kong in two ways. First, roles 
serve to 1 imit choices because conforming role beh~viours 
maximise the actor's sense of cognitive consistency. Second, 
the consequence of sex role stereotyping becomes self-
fulfilling through the creation of occupational sex-typing. 
The ex i stence of an occupat; ona 1 sex-typ i ng further 
perpetuates societal beliefs concerning sex differences on 
various personal ity traits. Hence, the cycle tends to be 
self-reinforcing. 
In order to break out of this vicious cycle, Ho (1985) 
recommends that 'women need, as a fi rst step, to ; mprove 
their se·lf concept'. At the same time, it also needs ca 
reor;entation on the part of the society and the family 
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concerning the roles of women. It further requires a · 
recognition on the part of the organisations of the benefits 
to be gained by fully integrating women into the firms'. She 
concludes that '[t]he real challenge is for all to take to 
heart the idiosyncratic constraints imposed by women's roles 
and adapt to the; r 1 ife cycle so that they can be good 
mothers and wives and aspiring and committed workers'. 
In an extensive review of social;zation literature in 
sex ~yping in occupation, Marini and Brinton (1984) discuss 
factors at both the micro and the macro levels. They aptly 
point out the limitations of socialization as an explanation 
of sex segregation in the labor market: 
Socialization cannot explain why a sex-segregated 
labor market emerged, why each sex is allocated tp 
particular types of occupations, and why the sex 
typ i ng of occupat i on changes i n par~ i cu 1 ar ways 
over time .... Thus, although the maintenance of 
a sex-segregation and changes in the pattern of 
segregation over time occur via the actions of 
individuals at the micro level, the origins, or 
causes, of sex segregation cannot be understood 
through analysis of micro-processes such as 
socialization. Socialization is a process whereby 
prevailing cultural practices are transmitted to 
new generations, and as such it plays an important 
role in the determination of outcomes for 
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i nd i vi dua 1 s. H~wever" the content of what is 
transm"itted 'via socialization i.s determin~d by 
factors operating at the macro level. 
Having identi·fied the 1 imitations of social ization 
perspective, Marini , and Brinton (1984) suggest that 
interventions directed at changes in employment practices 
and in laws can bring about both immediate change in 
employment patterns an~ eventual change in the messages about 
the occupational world that are conveyed to new geherations. 
We can see that inmost of these d; scuss ions on the 
; situation of women, the scholars do not accept the belief 
that women are ;nh~rently the weaker sex. While they accept 
that there are psychological differences between the . sexes, 
they see it more a result of socialization practices 1han as 
innate differences. They are confident that given 'proper 
socialization practices, equal opportunity in education and 
fair employment practices, women' would be able to demonstrate 
their true abilities in the occupational world. 
2.2.2 A Misinformed Misery? 
Both the soci al i zation perspective and the sex role 
theory suffer from the same conceptual difficulties. These 
difficulties are especially apparent when they come to 
offering prescriptions to improve women status. As discussed 
above, the recommendations for redressing the balance between 
men and women mainly involve changing sex role expectations 
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in the .society, changing socialization practices, or 
improving self concept . on the ~art of.women~ 
The assumpt ions beh i nd such recommendati ons are that 
the rocit of- the pr6blem is inside the theads' of individual 
wom$n who have lower self concepts of themselves due to their 
socialization experiences. At the same time, -there exists 
unfair employment practices ' because the. society as ta 
collective of individuals' are holding mistaken role 
expectations for women which could be rectified if the 
tcorrect' views is pointed out to them. Women and men are 
. just unfortunately tmisinformed' in the socialization and 
sex role model. 
, 
It is pointed out that by accepting such assumptions, 
we often fall into the position of implying that women are 
I 
\irrational' for accepting the limitations of traditional · 
sex-role models, that women must indeed be the inferior or 
second sex to accept so easily and complacently the 
subordinate positions they have in society, to fail to 
recogn i ze and overcome -the sex-·ro le soc i a 1 i zat; on they 
receive in childhood (Val1i, 1986: 16). 
~lacing our hope on the goodwill of those in privileged 
positions as suggested by Ho (·1985) is doomed to fail. The 
reason is si mp 1 e. - If men are not w; 11 i ng to be good fathers 
. , 
and husbands by doi ng t~ei r fa i r share of ' ~ousework and 
child-caring in the family, how. can women be c,aspiring and 
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commi(tted workers' even if they want to be so? If it is in 
the interest of capitalists to keep women· at home, as unpaid 
domestic workers, or to regard them as· a peripheral workforce 
·to be mobilized when convenient ano retired at will (Pearson, 
1990), why w6uld they bother to 'fully integrate women into 
the firms'? 
\ 
The theoret i ca 1 assumptions ,of Bem' s - gender schema 
theory is another example which shows inadequate 
understanding of the roots of the ' problem. As mentioned 
above, Bern is optimistic that gender scheme can be eliminated 
through extensive changes in the . socializat'ion practices -. 
In an essay to share ' her strategies of raising gender-
aschematic child in a gender-schematic society, . she states 
her assumptions that: 
\ . 
f' 
Largely as a ~istorical accident, the culture has ' 
clustered a rather heterogeneous collection of 
personal_ity att~ibutes into two mutually exclusive 
categories, each category considered by the culture 
both more characteristic of and more desirable for 
one or the other of the two sexes. These cultural 
expectations and prescriptions are well known py 
virtually all members of the culture (Bern 1985: 
193; my ' em~hasis). 
The· present social arrangement of gender differences is 
certainly not the result of a 'histori.cal accident'. The 
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· .. 
nature of this arrangement between women and men is not only 
a gender differentiation but also a gender discrimination for 
A1any women. Gender differentiation does not merely come 
about by accident and evolves naturally. It is probably 
sustained in · the way, it has been -by certain ideology because 
it serves the interests of men~ 
Even if one were to grant that'individuals could modify 
or abandon their roles at will, to describ~ women's 
oppression exclusively in terms of sex, roles would be to 
ignore questions about wh~ the sex role system developed and 
why it is maintained (Jaggar, 1983: 87). The inherent 
weakness of the socialization perspective and role theory is 
that they fail to see the questions of power and 'the material 
bases of this particular arrangement between the sexes. As 
a consequence, women and men are s 'een as ~ separa~e but 
equal'. This ahistorical and apolitical treatment of gender 
issues' masks quest ions of theoret i ca 1 and po 1 it i ca 1 
significance. Wrong diagnosis of the r06ts of problem would 
give rise to wrong prescriptions, as evidenced in Bern's 
(1985) suggestions of raising gender-aschematic children in 
a gender-schematic society. 
2.2.3 Missing 'Subjects in the Socialization Model 
The focus on early socialization in the belief .that it 
results in distinctive and enduring traits and attitudes in 
women and men has also been challenged in many studies. It 
is considered too static and too deterministic a model. 
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Although socialization is generally defined as a 'process', 
in the course 'of their analyses, -however, researchers 
generally ~ail to explicate process and fall into an 
unquestioning acceptance . of individuals' learning or 
internalizing what they are taught from their experiences in 
family, school and peer groups (Valli, 1986: 14). 
In this model, 'people are presented as tota11y passive 
and totally malleable and entirely determined by society'. 
While it 'is recognized that 'exceptions' exist and that not 
all individuals are entirely programmed in this way, these 
are accounted for by simply sayi~g that tproper 
socialization' has failed to t~ke pl~ce. Parents are usually 
seen as 'a kind of funnel through which stereotyped 
behaviours of all kinds are presented to qhildren who then 
obligingly internalize them' (Stanley & Wis'e, 1983: ~O-96) . 
.. 
People as subjects are absent from the analysis; they do 
little more than adapt to pre-establ~shed . roles and 
expectations (Valli, 1986: 15). 
There is no doubt that gendered messages are abounding 
in our society, but we cannot simply assume that people would 
accept them and come out as expected gendered products~ This 
neglect of peop 1 e as autonomous subj ects in , many 
psychological researches is also noted by Durkin (1987). He 
comments ' that personality-based explanations of sex 
differences tend to incur a stati'c and ahistorical conception 
of the actor, as l 'imited by 'givens' in her or his 
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psychO log; ca 1 compos it ion. The assumpt i on of re 1 at i ve" y 
fixed traits neglects the interaction of p~rson and 
situatio~. D~rkin proposes that we need to consider 
explanations that take account of both the actor's socia1-
cognitive processes' and the social context'. 
2.3 The Sociological Perspective ' 
While the, ,psychological discipline offers explanations 
, at the individual level, sociological approach to gender 
issues pays ' more attention to structural patterns in society, 
and in some cases, the problem of equality. It emphasize~ 
the common pos it i on that each sex, as a group, occup; es 
within the social structure. Rather than emphasizing early 
soc;'alization experiences, adhe,rents 'of this approach focus 
on the ongoing structural constraints that chann,' our 
experience, from the family to the societal level (Deaux a~d 
Kite, 1 990 ). 
2.3.1 Functionalist Explanations 
Classical sociological theories about social 
differentiation can be traced to the function~li~t views of 
Durkheim and Parsons. Basically, they had in mind a smoothly 
functioning social system wherein each part and each persbn 
contributes to the heeds of the 'whole. 
In his 'analysis of The Division of Labour in Society, 
' Durkheim postul ated that members in societies were bound 
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together by either 'mechanical' or 'organic' solidarity. 
Modern societies are largely organised on the. basis of 
orgariic solidarity, characterized by a high degree of 
division of labour between members who possess different 
skills and engage in different occupations. These · 
differences between members contribute to the cohesion of 
the society because they create interdependence. Division 
of labour between the sexes was not specifically discuss.ed 
in Durkhe;m's analysis but could be derived from it. Men 
and women could be s~en as · possessing different skills and 
engaging in different occupations that complement each other. 
Parson argued that our society is meritocratic and that 
~~ccess in it depends primarily on the motivation "and the 
intellectual ability of the individuals to achieve in the 
educational system. He noted the different i at i on between 
I 
men and women. I In his framework, such differentiation is 
necessary for the good, funct ion i ng of the soc i ety. . Men and 
women assume d i·fferent roles in thefami 1 y and the society 
with men taking tinstrumental' roles and women lexpressive' 
roles. Therefore, in a typical and well-functioning family, 
the father should have an occupation and support the family 
~hi1e the mother should assume the responsibility ' for the 
day-to-day management of the household and take care of the 
children. In the funct'i ona 1 i st view, these two ro 1 es are 
different but complementary. 
Functional ist explanations of social differentiation 
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have been strongly attacked for their failure to understand 
. power, change and conflicts 'in society,. However~ they are 
still well received as ,fo'lk10re wisdom forthei r si'mp1 icity 
and compatibility with the dominant ideology ,of the society. 
The funct i ona 1 i st , approach to di ffe'rent i at i on are 
insufficient to explain the gender differences in society. 
The functionalists generally fail .. to conceive ' that the so 
called 'complementary functions .' are, from the perspective 
of many women, can oppressive distindtion that forced women 
to domestic arenas' (Stromquist, 1990). The power dimension 
in the relations between the sexes is overlooked in their 
analysis. 
. 
2.3.2 Status Attainment Research 
Not all researchers in social different~ation or ' ~ocial 
stratification are involved in such theoretical debates. 
Many of them are more int~rested in producfng . prestigious 
'hard' data and finding correlations between them. Some of 
them attempt to incorporate ,social-psychological variables 
wi th structura l ' factors' to exp 1 a; n the di fferent i a 1 
educat i ona1 a'nd occupat i ona 1 at.ta i nment of young peop 1 e. 
The Wisconsin model of status attainment (Sewell, Hall$r and 
Portes, 1969) is one influential example which generates 
hundreds of researches in the past two decades. They examine 
the effects of structural factors (family social ' status)~ 
social-psychological fa,ctors (significantothers' influence), 
and individual ' characteristics (academic achievement and 
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attitudes) on the formation of personal aspirations and the 
. final attainment outcomes. ,Sophisticated models,. sampling, 
measJrement and estimation ,procedures are typical of this 
line of researches (Campbell, 1983; Jencks, Crouse, & Mueser, 
' 1983; ' Marjoribanks, 1985). 
A number of studi es have exp 1 i ci t 1 y addressed gender 
...... " 
; nequa 1 it i es in educat i ona 1 access and attai nment.' In a 
critical review of these studies, it is commented that they 
have been remarkably atheoretical, usually .characte~ized by 
the identification of many independent variables but failed 
to weave them into a cohesive explanatory framework. 
Numerous reasons then appear to be at work, but the 
'connections among them are not articulated (Stromquist, 
1990) • 
Researches on wo~en'sschooling see a direct relation 
between women's education and their status attainment. Yet 
they general gloss over the nature of sex inequality and tend 
to see it unidimensionally in terms of , the paid 1abor farce 
(Ke1ly ,and 'Nih1en, 1982}-_ . They have neglected ' a large 
proportion of women's- experience -- notably domestic labor, 
child-bearing and raising -- and how it affects the women's 
attainment process. These 'private' family issues ' are 
generally left out in the studies on occupational attainment 
in the 'public world'. Given the present division of labor 
in the family, it is the women who are responsible for most 
'of , the household chores even when both the husband and wife 
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are engaged in gainful employment. In this way, the family 
issue wdu1d appear neither important nor pr9~lema~ic for the 
mal~s. But for many famales, they have two fu1l-tim~ work 
loads on a si ng1 e day. It ts urged that theories .,and 
. . 
researches on occupational differentiation must attend to 
both work and family issues and note their -perceived 
significance for ' men and women (Gaskell, 1983). Findings 
based on male's experiences would be misleading when they are 
genera 1 i zed to women (Hard i ng, 1987). Recognition of the 
incomplete analysis ' of female's ,experiences in traditi,onal 
scholarship , has generated a host of feminist critique. 
2.4 The Feminist Critique 
. 
Contemporary feminists have used the term tpatriarchy' 
to characterize the situation of women in our societi~s. It 
/ 
refers to the fact that, in many parts of the world (and some 
would argue, everywhere), 'men exert control over women 
(Ei senstei n, 1983: ' 5). Thi s control of ' and di scri mi nat ion ' 
against women ;s ~nstitutionalized. Moreover, patriarchy is 
intricately 'linked to other systems of 'oppression such as 
class and race. Since Hong Kong is virtually a mono-ethnic 
capitalist society, capitalism work together with patriarchy 
to determine the social status for men and women 'here . 
. While capitalism determines that most workers will have 
subordinate positions in a hierarchi ,al division of labor, it 
does not necessarily determine that that division be sexual 
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or that .women will be disproportionately allocated to ' those 
positions. Therefore, capitalist re-lations do ,not fully 
account for the sexual division dflabor, a divisibn in which 
women by and large have not merely different but inferior 
positions to men. It is pointed out that for an adequate 
explanation of this phenomenon, the concept of pat~iarchy 
must be uti 1 i zed ' (Vall i, 1-986: 8-9). 
It is too obvious a fact that men occupy , a great 
majority of powerful ·, posi,tions in most social instituti'ons 
in our society: families, schools, business organizations, 
political parties, and "most importantly, the -state. It "is 
argued that the dominant g~oup . in power could project its own 
particular Way of seeing social reality so successfully·that 
its view is accepted as commonsense and as part of the 
natural order by those who in fact are subordinate~-to it 
(Jaggar, 1983: 151). · In this way, men hold the power of 
defining the situation so that gender. oppr~ssion is a 
prevalent but not so obvious fact. 
That the" state is patriarchal is demonstrated clearly 
by ' the comments of Mr Albert Lam, Acting Secretary for ' Home 
Affairs at the Legislative Council on July 17, 1991 "(South 
China Morning Post, July 25, 1991). "In reply to a call for 
the enhancement of the socio-economic status of Hong Kong 
women by a woman Councillor, Ms Pauline W.T. Leung, he quot~d 
some rem~rkable figures in order to demonstrate that women 
in Hong Kong are already enjoying a g06d enough status. 
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He attempted to show the impressive progress ~hat women 
have already made by stating that 37 percent of a'l 
university students are female~ and of these, ,68 percent, are 
in arts and 54 percent in business administration. He did 
not quote figures for , medicine, accountancy, dentistry and 
engineering, the streams usually reserved for male students. 
Nor did he clarify why only 37 p~rcent and not 50 percent are 
females. 
He tried to impress us with 'data showing that 13.4 
percent of senior level civil servants are women, and one 
woman judge was appointed in 1986. He also tried to support 
' his claim that men are the ones discriminated against by 
'citing the lbnger average lifespan of women, and the fact 
that 25 percent of spouse abuse suffers are men. ' f' These 
pathetic figures speak for themse1ves~ But the convoluted 
argument of this government" representative is appalling. " 
This government offiqia1 did acknowledge that disparity 
does exist ih the New Territories villages where women do 
' not have the right to it:'lheritance or to vote in vi 11age 
dec i si on mak i n g . But he put th is down to the custom and 
tradition in'the New Territories. Presumably, to make any 
changes for ' the benefit of village women might upset village 
men and not be endorsed by the Home Affairs Department. 
With such a twell researched' reply to the Council, one 
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could pl~ce lit~l~ hope on the goodwill ' of the Government to 
take any initiative to do anything in the interes~ of women. 
As 'Pearson (1990) comments, to a large extent, law is 
controlled by men; theyframe L ' administer and \uphold it. 
Law consequently represents a fundamentally male view of the 
world. As late as De6ember 1980, the national Organization 
of Women in the Uni ted States was in court opposi ng a 
Lou is i ana 1 aw wh i ch recogn i zed t~e · husband as , " head and 
'master" and which allowed· him to mortgage and sell his wife's 
property even if .it was hers before she entered the marriage 
(Jaggar,1983: 49) . Undoubtedly, in the above government, 
. official's view of the 'world, he sees no problem in the 
, 
present arrangement between the sexes in Hong ,Kong. 
The !custom and tradition' in the New Territories also 
illustrates a significant point in feminist analys/is. It 
should be noted that patriarchy, other , than a system of 
oppression in itself, also furnishes support for other 
systems of inequality. . In Hong Kong', where 1 and is a 
precious commodity, land in the New Terri tori es is 
undoubtedly the source of capital which gr~nts real int~rests 
to the people who inh~~it and control it. By excluding women 
from sharing the benefits, patriarqhy interfaces with 
capitalism to,uphold the interest of men. 
It , is noted that p~triarbhy could interface with 
capital's interests in w'ays ,that · seriously affect working 
women's lives (Valli, 1986: 9). Therefore, in studying the 
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occupational differences "between the sexes in ' Hong Kong, we 
should , explore the influences of patr~archal val~es on the 
employment of young people in the labor market. 
'2.5 Summary: Statement of Research Questions 
This review of literature has indicated several 
inadequacies in research of the gender issues in occupational 
attainment. The present study is an attempt to redress these 
i nade'quac i es. First, an inherent ' difficulty 'in the 
psychological discipline is the preoccupation with 
individualist processes.' Thi~ bias is due to the assumption 
that soc; a 1 behav; our takes place inside homogeneous and 
unstructured ' social systems (Tajfel, 1979). It tends to 
. 
trace the root of the gender , ; ssues to the att i tudes and 
dis~ositions of the individuals. As a r~sult, it f,ilsto 
capture the social context or 'regards it as unnecessary to 
psychological , inquiry. Indeed, there have been ~alls within 
the discipline for a more social approach to integrate the 
I 
study of individuals with larger social systems (Steiner, 
1 9 7 4 ; T aj f e ,. , 1 97 2 , 1 9 7 9 )" • I t has ' been warned that th is 
preponderance of " the individual as focus~f research has led 
to a psychology- which is irrelevant to many important social 
and political , questions which, by their very nature, ' are 
concerned with , the . behaviour of groups rather than 
individuals in isolation (Taylor & Brown, 1979). It is 
argued that gender is more a relationship between people than 
a psychological attribute of an individual (Connell, 1987). 
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This research attempts to look at the experiences of ·women 
and men in relation to each other as well as to the social 
, . 
structure in which they are placed and not as isolated units. 
Young people's perceptions of their work and family roles 
will be examined in this vein. 
Second, socialization is no doubt an important process 
in people's development in the ~ormation of knowledge, 
attitudes, and sk.i1ls. However, most theories and studies 
on socialization and sex role learning have their focus on 
infancy and . childhood. Adult social ization ' is given 
attention only much lately. Although there is evidence to 
show that boys and girls are presented gendered messaaes . in 
families, school.s and from the mass media, it is an untested 
a~sumption that these messages are unitary regarding 
appropriate division of labo~ between the sexes and t~at the 
young people would unquestioningly accept these messages like 
a sponge soaking its .surrouriding water. It is a1sb doubtful 
whether these messages have enduring ' effect throughout 
. adolescence and adulthood when the individual presumably 
should have 'relatively st'ronger reflective power and more 
autonomy to make decisions for themselves, or may filter the 
messages and use it to their ~wn advantage (Kel'y and Nihl~n, 
1982). It has been noted that the extent and permanence of 
these effects, if any, have generally not been investigated 
(Mar; n; & , Bri nton, '1984). 





in the workp1ace, ~eskin and Hartmann (1986) point ' out that 
there is no direct evidence 1ink,ing sex role socia1ization 
, , 
and occupational outcomes. They 'argue that socia1ization is 
' a lifelong process, continuing long after childhood and 
adolescence. It is pro~ab1e that th~ impact of socia1ization, 
'. 
depends not on any single act or set of acts of influences 
but on their consistency and the absence of other socializing 
experiences, particularly later in',the life cycle.-
Socialization is postulated by psycho10gist~ as ongoing 
processes, but the quantitative methods they employ usually 
prevent them from seei ng , the processes. It is usually 
assumed that gender~d attitudes and behaviors evolve because 
of the presence of gendered environment. , The subject~vity 
of the individuals is taken for granted in the socialization 
1 iterature, and the issue that must be exp 1 ored 'if the 
relevance and limitations of the perspective are to be 
ascertained. 
The relationship between gendered attitudes and 
behaviors on 'the one hand and the gendered enviro~ment on the 
, other coul d be, on a more fundamenta 1 theoret i ca 1 1 eve 1 , 
related to the debate among sociologists about the 
relationships between agency and str~ctUre. Recently, 
theoreti 'cal debate in this area has att~mpted to go beyond 
~he ass~rtion of the priority of structure over action, or 
action over sttudture b~ ' stressing how they are implicated 
" in each other (Layder et a 1, 1991). Gi ddens (1976, 1984") 
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suggests that structure and action are mutually constituted 
through the transformative and replicative effects,6f social 
activity. Structuration theory rejects both the reduction 
of structural phenomena , to action predicates, and the 
reduct i on of act i vi ty to structure (Layder et a 1 ,1991 ) . , 
People's actions are neither entirely determined by 
structural forces nor are they outgrowth of their free will. 
Th,e social constructionists in psychology also share 
this view of interactin'g relation betweenindividu'a1s and 
society (Gergen, 1985). Indfviduals are not locked into a 
social pattern from which there is no escape, even though the 
social self is, to. a large degree, shaped, molde,d, and 
controlled 'by social forces that exi'st prior to and outside 
the person (Fargan is, 1989). Under certain conditions, 
persons can refuse the demands of the system. In the present 
study, qualitative ' ,methods are employed to give us insight 
into the complex process of ,individuals negotiating wi~h 
structural demands of the system to create their strategic 
actions. 
Third, the literature on the transition from school to 
work has emphasised the ~xperiences of male. Women's 
experiences are either neglected or compared to the male 
norm. This neglect of women's experiences has the result of 
overlooking the importance of family issues such as the role 
of domestic labor, ·chi1d bearing and raising (Griffin, 1986; 
Ke1ly & Nihlen, 1982). Hence, our understanding of the youth 
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\ ' (' 
experiences remains incomplete. 
In 'thi s study, fami 1 y issues are addressed a longs i de 
issues of paid employment · in order to understand the ways 
young people approach. working life. The choices young people 
make are embedded in assumpti6ns about how their family lives 
will 'affect their work outsid'e the home (Gaskell, 1983). 
Given the present, division of labor, it is most 1 ikely that 
it is the wife who would shoulder the major responsibility 
J 
of domestic labor and make adjustment and . compromises in her · ' 
career if necessary. It · is reported that ,women are more 
likely to view their work outside home as a job than as a 
lifetime career ' and to choose jobs that permit better 
coordination of their responsibilities in the home with their 
. . 
, 
employment (Rossi, 1965; Perrucci, 1970; Quoted in Mafini and 
Brinton, 1984). For the males, howeve~, family issu~s have 
appeared neither important nor problematic. It is assumed 
that they will start a career, marry and settle down to an 
uninterrupted work life to ~support their families'. 
In summaty, · this study will 'explore the expectations 
and assumptions ypung people make about family and work life 
and how these expectations and assumpt.ions . affect thei r 
initial occupational orientations. Attention is given to the 
roles of family ' and school in the formation of these 
. expectat ions and assump~ ions s; nce fam; 1 y and schoo 1 are 
considered the most important socializing agencies. Family 
and school ' would, however, be examined as lived experiences 
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rather than a~ static entities producing a unitary set of 
effects on. their· recipients. The interaction betw.een gender 
structure and individual action is the focal poi~t in this ' 
analysis. 
Hence, the questions that the present study explor~ can 
be f ·ormulated' as follows: 
1. How ' do schooling experien-ces (extracurricular ' 
activities, streaming 'po,l icy, curriculum, etc.) 
relate to the occupational induction and initial working 
experiences of ·the young people? 
2. How do present family experiences of the young people 
(parental expectations, divisiori of labor in housework, 
family atmosphere . ... etc.) relate to the occup~tional 
. induction and initial working experiences of th~ 'young 
people? 
3. What are the young people's expectation$ and ass~mptions 
of thei~ future family life? How do these expectations 
and assumptions affect the perceived significance of 
waged work for themselves? 
Clearly, these q~estions are formulated separately for 
conceptual convenience only and cannot be viewed in isolation 
in real life. They are not· framed in te~ms of independent 
and depend~nt variables s~nce it is not the interest of this 
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study to find out the me~n difference~ of ·aggregate data or 
the statistical correlations between· them. Attention is · 
instead given to the analysis of action, strategies and 
meanings. The interface between structura1 constraints and 
the strategic actions of the individual is the focal point· 
of this study . . The experiences and the meanings of the 
. 
exper.iences of young people constitute the substantive 




CHAPTER 3 ' RESEARCH DESIGN 
. ) 
Qual itative research methods have been regarded with 
considerable suspicion in mainstream Psychology. They have 
-either been dismissed as cunrepresentative' and Csubjective', 
or at best treated as a source of. crich' anecdotal material 
which" can 6nly be subordinate to quantitative methods. 
Qualitative methods are less amenab~e to statistical analyses 
and they generate quite different information to quantitative I 
techn1ques used in most social science research (Griffin, 
1 986 ) • 
Harr~'s (1979) disti·nction between Cintensive' and 
textensive' research designs is helpful for us to discern 
the di fferent purposes of research. Extensi ve research, 
which includes primarily large sc~le samples and stattstical 
analysis, is most concerned with mapping common patterns .and 
properties of a population in a descriptive , sense. Intensive 
research uses primarily . qualitative methods for the purpose 
of causal analysis. The interpretation 'of causal , 
relationships in extensive ' research is based on statistical 
association of formal properties. In intensive research 
these interpretations are based on observable concrete 
interconnecti6ns between actual propertie~ and people within 
an actualcoricrete setting (Stoecker, 1991). 
Indeed, both quantitative and qualitative methods have 
their own merits and .limitations, but the. dominance of 
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quantitative techniques has placed qualitative methods in a 
. ' 
marginal position wit~in Psycholo~y (Griffin, 1986). Since 
, ' \ I • 
qualitative research design is employed in this study, an 
elucidation of its strengths and weaknesses is in order. 
The studies reviewed in the previous chapter have 
investigated the relations and , established correlations 
between a number of social and psychological , variables in 
the occupational attainment process. However, we know very 
little about how these variables actually op'erate in 
influencing the young, people's initial OCGupational 
experiences. ' Qual itative methods have to be employed in 
order to gain access to the subjective framework of the 
. 
individuals. In this way, we can ' see how the , social and 
psychological factors manifest themselves in the life and 
experience of the person. , The ' weakness of quant'}tative 
methods could be complemented by an alternative approach. 
The present study is set in aqua 1 i tative research 
framework with in-depth interviewing as the primary method 
of data collection. The purpose, of the interviews will be 
, to have young peopl~ reflect on their experiences in family 
and schoo 1 and d; scuss the i r assumpt ions about farni 1 y and 
work life. Since they have just entered the occupational 
world, their experiences are fresh in their minds ' and thus, 
\ . 
the r~construct; on ' of events is poss; b 1 e. Interviews will 
allow us,to trace the process of job hunting and decision 
making of the younS people. We will be particularly 
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ihterest~d in their acco~nt~ of 'events, their responses to 
and interpretations of those events, and how they negotiated 
, ~ith socialization messages from family and school to create 
t,heir occupati'on orientations. 
In interviewing, the Quality of the data is dependent 
on the quality of the relationships we buil~ with the people 
being iriterviewed (Measor, 1985). fhis is in sharp contrast 
with' the positiv~ quantit~tive ' approach that stresses 
objectivity and detachment betw~en , the researchers and their 
tsubjects' ~ , Various procedures. are employed in quantitative 
. design to mihimfse"::the tcontamination' of data. 
I n psycho log i c 'a,-l exper i ments, the t expe r i mente reffects ' 
can be minimised by .employing someone who are cblind' to the 
research ' hypothes is to ' carry out prescr; b'ed exper i,menta 1 
procedures or automate parts of a study by using tape-
recorded instructions or ev~n interactive 90mputer programs .. 
Every effort ;s made to reduce the degr&e of direct contact 
between experiment~rs and , research participants (Baron and 
By rne ,; - 1 981 : '33). 
In survey research, structured questionnaires are 
popular instruments for data collection. It is assumed ~ince 
all re~pondents ar~ reacting to the ,same pieces of paper 
placed i,n front of t.hem, bias is control led in this way. 
However~ ' Sayer (1984) argues that this method of ,data ; 
collect10n ·not only does not control bias, it introduces bias 
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by not, ailowing for the fact that the same questions can have 
vastly differing significance and meaning for different 
respondents. A more flexible, interactive interviewing 
procedure allows the ' researcher to find out how different 
. 
issues hold different significance for different people 
(Stoecker, ' 1991). The questionnaire is also not an innocent 
tool as assumed. The fact that one is faced with a highly 
formalized interview format carried out in a ~scientific' 
fashion could itself e~oke different reactions f~om different 
respondents, even though the quantitative researchers choose 
to neglect these reactions. 
In thi~ research, interviewees were selected from a 
class of students of which I was their Form Teacher from 
1987-1989, the last two years ' in their secondary school life 
when they were in Forms 4 and 5. The school is an aided 
grammar school in Shatin managed by a Christian church. 
The class was, generally considered by the teachers and. 
the students themse 1 ves as a ' second~ rate' sc i ence class 
(studyirig Econmmics ot Computer instead of the more demanding 
Additional Mathematics) in the school. Their results at the 
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examin~tion (HKCEE) were 
far from satisfactory. Out of the 37 students in the class, 
only' three (al' are repeaters) were promoted to Form 6 
straight away. 21 of them repeated Form 5 after their first 
~tt~mpt at" the HKCEE in 1989. Four started working 
immediately .. The others , either studied in technica', 
. . ( 
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institutes or some commercial classes. After two years of 
their graduation, the majority of them have settl.ed' in, full 
time employment. 
-The interviewees were selected not because they were_ 
~representative' of other students but -on the criteria that 
they had trust in me and were willing, to spare their time 
with me to talk about their experiences. In fact, I have -no 
intention of selecting 'representative sample', for the' goal 
of this research is to study intensively the concrete 
processes and actions in each particular case. It ;s 
intended that Qualitative case studies of concrete processes 
and actions are relevant for understanding larger social 
forces while focusing at the individual level. Survey 
researches on variables can provide us with statistica; 
associations to which a variety of explanations canj"apply, 
but only careful sensitive resea~ch of specific iristances 
that actually show the historical causal process allows us 
to see which theoretical perspectives provide the best 
explanations (Stoecker, 1991). 
Potential . interviewees were approached through 
telephones to seek their participation. I explained to them 
that I wanted to know the experiences-'of young people finding 
jobs after their graduation. The first four past students 
that I approached agree~ to participate in my study. Two 
young men and two young women ~ere interviewed. They are 
named as Man, Eddy, Sue, and Fanny in this study. All except 
Man were interviewed twice. I was unab'le to "schedule a 
second interview with Man for he was \!.1.orking over.time every 
day until midnight "from April . to August. The first 
interviews were carried out in March, 1992 and the second 
ones in April. ~ 'Interviewees were selected with some 
objective criteria. They had rough 1 y the " sa.me academi c 
results in the 1989 HKCEE and were settled in full " time 
employment during the time of interviews (March to April, 
1992) . 
One of the characteristics and strengths of a 
qualitative research is that it is an interactive research 
design. Many components of a qualitative research, such as 
t'he research quest i ohs, the research p 1 ann i ng, are not fixed 
, 
rigidly. They h~ve to be con~tantly adjusted interactively 
with the research findings as the research progresses,- When 
I was planning this study, it was originally intended that 
one boy and one gi 'r1 should be in gender typical ~ccupations, 
while the other boy and the other girl "in gender atypical 
occupations. 
However, it turns out that all four young people in this 
study are employed as clerks at the time of my interviews. 
My original intent" of choos"ing young people with different 
occupations 'was prompted by inadequate understanding of the~r 
situation before I actually conta~ted them. · I found that the 
actual choices and the 'variety of jobs avail 'able to these 
young people are often very limited. Nevertheless, even if 
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they have the same job title, thei r job natures are very 
different. Thus 1 realised that 1 mi9ht be lookin~ .for ~he 
. 
wrong thing in the first place. Sol shifted my· focus on 
their experiences after they entered a work organization. 
This major amendmen'tto my original plan is also one of the 
main findings that 1 discovered in my field work. The 
situation of having same occupational title and different job 
natures would be discussed more fully in Chapter 5. 
The interviews were loosely structured around a series 
of key topics and questions to allow for- a degree of 
flex i b i 1 ,i t Y . These topics were centred around three main 
areas: family, school and work. These included the young 
peop 1 e' S experi ences of schoo 1, teachers, peer re 1 at i onsh ips ,. 
expectations and experiences of fuil-time wa~ed work, present 
and future family life, domestic work, child care, etc. A 
F 
discussion of my interviewing strategy and the key questions 
that I used in the interviews are presented in the appendix. 
" 
The first interviews lasted from about 90 minutes to 
over , two hours. The second interviews last for about one 
hour. The interviews were tape-recorded with the prior 
consent of the interviewees. All four young people showed 
no hesitation in allowing me to record the interviews. My 
tape-recorder was rather bulky actually but I noticed that 
both the interviewees and I took no notlce of the machine 
soon after our talks began, exceptfo~ the breaks when I had 
to turn over the tapes at the end of 45 minutes. 
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Brief 'warming~up' talks u~u~lly preceded · actual 
recordings and the discussion sometimes outran the recording 
length ofa SO-minutes tape. Whenever I found information 
in these ~warming~up' or toutrun' sections useful, I made 
field notes of them immediately after the interviews. 
All intervi'ews were complet,ed in fast food shops. 
, 
A 1 though these shops were not busy when I conducted my 
interviews, some of them were not favorable environments for 
recording actually. 'the first interviews were conducted over 
light meals in the evenings when the · interviewees had 
finished the days' work. The second interviews with Sue and 
Fanny were conducted duri ng 1 unch hour near thei r work 
. pl aces. The second one with Eddy was again completed in the 
evening. 
I transcribed all the -tapes myself. I usually needed 
six to eight times the recorded lengths to write a complete 
transcript, . depending bn the quality of the recording 
especially ,the amount of background, noises. Transcription 
was done as comprehensively as possible except for a few 
inaudible sections or contents that I regarded as far "from 
the focus of this study. 
Data analysis began when I had finished transcribing an 
interview . . First, I made two photocopies of the transcript 
and gave one of them to my thesi~ supervisor. Then I read 
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over the transcripts several times to get familiar with the 
material. As I -worked through the material I use a 
highlighter to pick outtslices' of data which seem important 
and interesting and made short marginal notes beside the 
data. My supervisOr did the same on her copy. DUring the 
thesis supervisory meetings, we discussed and compared what 
we had observed from the ·data. These intellectual 
discussions between two persons re~ding the same transcript 
with different backgrounds and experiences are vital to the 
analysis process in this study. Major themes of the 
transcripts often emerged from these discussions. All 
transcription and discussions of the first interviews were 
completed before I arranged the second interviews. In this 
~ay, I could, in ' the second intervie~s, focus on areas that 
I found important in the first interviews. 
l 
Data were arranged under three broad areas: work, school 
and family . . Under each area are the major themes that 
emerged from the discussions I described above. These major 
areas ~nd themes became the basic structure on which I wrote 
the thes is. ' 
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CHAPTER ,4 BACKGROUND PROFILES 'QF INTERVIEWEES 
All four young people studied in the science stream in 
their upper forms~ Sue and Man 'had very similar results in 
the HKCEE: they both got two credits, five passes and failed 
in - English. Fanny go~ acceptable results in the three basic 
subjects: Chinese, English, and Mathematics. Her performance 
in science subjects were poorer. I Eddy's results were the 
poorest of the four. He did not even have a 'full cert' 
(passes in five subjects which is generally considered in the 
job market as the minimum qualification for white-collar 
employment). Broadly speaking, they are the brand of Form 
5 graduates that are not qualified for further studies. 
The i r HKCEE results in ' 1989 are summar i sedi n the table 
below. 
Table 1 HKCEE 'Resu l'tsofi nte rv i ewees in 1 989 I' 
Sue Man Fanny Eddy 
-----------------------~-------------------------------
Chinese C E C E 
English F F E F 
Mathematics B B C C 
Physics E 0 F F 
Chemistry E E Abs U 
Biology ' E E E F 
Economics F F 
Computer 0 E 
Religion E C 0 E 
-------------------------------------------------~----
Notes: . 'A' to 'E' are the passing grades. tu' means 
'Unclassified' which is a badly fail below the 
grade F. tAbs' means the candidate was absent 
in the examination in that subject. It usually 
imp 1 i es that the cand i date wou 1 d not get a 
passing grade even if he or she attends the 
examination. t __ ' indicates that the students 
h~ve not taken this subject in school. 
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Academic results placed a common barrier on their 
educat i ona 1 asp; rat ions and occupat i ona 1 p 1 ann; ,ng. . They 
would not, unlike their schoolmates in the 'top ·class', aim 
for studying in tertiary institutions which leads to 
.. ' 
professional jobs with higher sta'tus and earnings. They 
probably knew they were not the " academic stuff' and accepted 
their ' statuses quite early, given the s~reaming pr~ctices in 
school. 
Their school ' lives were however different. Sue and Man 
generally had a pro-school attitude. They worked .hard and. 
had good conduct records. They were liked by teac~ers and 
they participated in extracurricular and class activities 
organized by the school. Man was chosen a leader and had 
held responsible posts in student activities. Sue was more 
a helper and.follower. Fanny .and Eddy were more marg}nal in . 
.forma 1 schoo 1 1 i fe . Many of their behavioral traits and 
. act i vi t; es were cons; dered dev i ant in' the eyes o.f the schoo'l 
authority. At 'the very least, they made trouble for 
themselves and the school from time to time. 
All four young people are living in public housing 
estates in Shatin. Detailed individual profiles concerning 
their work history and family background are given in the 
fo11owing sections~ These profiles are ·drawn from their own 
accbunts which would be spelled out in their own words in the 




,Man's father has been an interior decorator for over 
twenty years. He· is the sole wage-earner in his family. ' 
His mother has been a housewife for the same length of time. 
She d,oes nearly all the housework in the family. Man is the 
eldest son .. · His sister has a1s.0 finished Form 5 and is now 
working as a clerk in a supermarkett His brother is studying 
in Form 3. Relations between' family members are quite 
harmonious. During .his initial entry into . the occupational 
world, Man's parents had at many points given him explicit 
and constructive advice and encouragement. ' 
While studying in an evening school for his second 
attempt at . the HKCEE, he helped with his father's business 
-duri ng the day for a few months. 'Though he got I'better 
results in his second attempt in the HKCEE, he decided that 
he should continue with the job which he had already engaged. 
He reach~d his decision with the ad~ice from his parents. 
Work History 
Man did not have any particular career goals in mind 
when he started seeking employment in June 1990. He entered 
the garment trading firm he is now working in by chance 
through an employment agency. At that moment, what the firm 
bad 1 y need was a hard-work i ng person wi thout any , 
specifications on educatio~a1 qualifications, experience or 
training~ Man filled ·the vacancy as a junior clerk. His 
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starting salary was $3000 which was a low offer for a Form 
5 graduate with a tfull cert'. 
The firm was a small family business in the early stage 
of its expansion. 
closely together. 
The bosses and the employees were working 
They always worked late into the night 
during peak seasons of their' business. Man himself was 
required to stay until five .or siX' o'clock only. However, 
he often stayed in the firm with his seniors and bosses . to 
help and learn from them. Man's initiative and hard work was' 
soon recogn i zed by his bosses who gave him p'ienty of 
opportunities to learn the . practical . knowledge of the 
business. After the probatio~ period, Man was promoted and 
became a shipping clerk. Man cont i nued to 1 earn thr.ough 
apprenticeship. He often worked until nine o'clock in the 
evening and gave up his holidays. When I tried to eng.ge him 
for a second interview, he told me that it was in the peak 
season and he had to work until midnight ~very day. 
Man's initiativei~ using computer in his work also 
encouraged his bosses to computerize their business. This 
greatly improved the efficiency of their work. He is trusted 
and valued by his bosses and is now responsi.ble fqr the 
~unning of the Shipping Department. Recently, under the 
direction of his bosses, he has been preparing to transfer 
to the Merchandising Depa~tment · to expand his knowledge in 
·the business. His present salary is over $6000, with double 
pay at Chinese New Year and other fringe benefits. At the 
57 
end of last year, he received bonus of about two to three 
times his -monthly salary. 
This is his first job (except for ,helping his father 
for a short period). Man is still open to other career 
possibilities. He does not want to circumscribe his career 
deve 1 opment too earl y;, He is w; 11 i ng to start from the 




Eddy was born in the Mainland and came to Hong Kong at 
the age of one. ~ddy's _ father, who was previously a painter 
pa i nt; ng art-works' for sal e, 'i s a watchman in a warehouse . 
His mother has been a worker in a garment factory, a baby-, 
sitter and is working. (part , time) as direct sales 
distributor. , Eddy,'s sister, who ~s four years older than 
him, is a teacher in a secondary school. His younger ,sister 
is still studying ;nPrimary 6. He is also living with his 
85-year-old grandmother. When he was younger (up until Form 
3), he took turns to do housework (cleaning up after meals, 
tidying up the house) with his elder sister. Gradually, he 
did not like cleaning up after meals because tit was dirty'. 
He preferred sweeping the floor. His mother and grandmother 
do the cooking and laundry. His relation with his fa~i'y is 
not so good. He seldom talks to other members in the family. 
When he was younger, he was rebell ious and stubborn. He ' 
sometimes had direct confrontations with his father and had 
run away from home for a few days. After he has started 
'work, he com'es home late every day and seldom has dinners at 
home (not once in two months). 
Work HistorY 
Eddy started work as an apprentice pr~nter in Kwun Tong 
i·n the summer immediately after he left sCh_ool. He was , 
introduced to work in the printing shop through a friend he 
met in the church~ His boss was mean and stingy. , Eddy was 
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,offered very low salary but often had to work overtime until 
eleven o'clock at night and even unt~l two 0'cl9ck in the 
morning sometimes. Being young and innocent about , the 
~orking norm, Eddy accepted this unjust working conditions 
until one day when ~e recognized that he was treated unfairly 
by this boss. He was so angry that he quitted immediately 
without receiving his half-month salary. 
He then worked in a small solicitors' .firm as an office 
boy. He found the job quite interesting and he liked the 
white-collar working environment. The ~ob was so· easy and 
undemanding that he could sometimes sleep until eleven 
o'clock in the morning before going to work. However, a few 
months later, he left the firm after a quarrel with his boss. 
After resting for one month, Eddy started tp find 
another job which is his present one. That was a messenger 
in another solicitors' firm. It was a bigger and more 
established firm. He worked very hard in that firm and 
became the Chief Messenger shortly after the probation 
period. However, he soon found that a supervisor's work did 
not suit him. By chance, he became acquainted with a 
solicitor colleague in the firm who invited Eddy to help him 
with his work. From then on, Ed~y always stayed in the firm 
until midnight to help with the solicitor. This became his 
informal apprenticeshi 'p in the trade. His hard-working 
attitude and performance was recognised by other seniors in 
the firm who gav~ him opportunities to learn the practice of 
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the business~ He i.s now working under the Department Head 
.and preparing himself to be a broker in the. solicitor 
business. He also has plan for pursuing formal training to 





Sue is the eldest of the four daughters in her family. 
Her father is a taxi driver. Her mother has been a out-
worker, a baby-sitter, a full time housewife and is now a 
packaging worker in a factory. All her sisters are still ' in 
schoo 1 . Sue and her mother have been doi ng most of the 
housework for the family since she was a primary school 
student. She has close relationship with her mother. She 
consulted her mother in her educational and career decisions. 
She feels she has an obligation to share the family financial 
burden. Her relation with father is more distant. 
Work History 
She worked in an electronics factory as an assembly-line 
worker in the summer before the release of HKCEE r~sults. 
She went into that factory together with two of her 
friends. In September, 1989; she started repeating Form 5 in 
a government evening school. At the same time, she worked 
as a clerk during the day in a trading firm in electronic 
products. It was a small firm and her days were fully packed ' 
with clerical duties: . typing letters, fax, and invoices, 
receiving telephone calls, packaging, weighing and sending 
sample parcels to overseas, clients. She felt satisfied with 
the j ob because t the boss and the co 11 eagues were nice'. 
They treated her as a t1itt1e girl'. When she reflected on 
her experience in that firm, she said that she had 
timprovement in telephone skills and typing skills'. She had 
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practically no exposure to other jobs/duties in that firm. 
She quitted the job a few months befareher secord attempt 
at the HKCEE. She was di sappoi nted in her second HKCEE 
attempt for she failed again in English. 
In September, 1990, she enroled in a full time. 
secretarial course. At the same time, she tried to improve 
her English by, engaging in tutorial classes. ' In the 
sec retar i a 1 cou rse, she 1 earnt short _ hand, account i ng , 
writing business letters, typing, using telex, secretary 
manners and appearance, secretarial practices ... etc. 
On completion of her secretarial course, . . she was 
introduced by a relative to work in a management office of 
a commercial building. In that office, there were a manager, 
a secretary and three security guards. Sue was the segretary 
to the manager, a quiet and reserved person who seldom talked 
to her. She felt terribly' bored on that job . because she 
often had no one to talk to and had nothing to do the whole 
working day. Nevertheless, she lingered on that job for 
three months'. She , had hesitation in quitting the job because 
she worried that it would embarrass the one who introduced 
her to this job. 
Sue's next job, which is her present one, ;s a general 
clerk in a big international toy ,company. Her comments on 
th is job , are' t not too bad' because tthe peop le are nice' 
although she is sometimes startled by complicated 
.. _ _ ___ _ _ _ ___ ~'1.;w.\ •• ~~ •• 
, ; I : ! ' , '" 
5(. A ~'f tilil 
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i nte rpe rsona 1 off i ce po'l it i cs between some of he r co 11 eagues . 
Sue's i.mmediate superior is a personal secretary., Her 
Department Head has promised her that she might be promoted 
to other posts in the company tho~gh she has very limited 
exposure to other duties at this moment. She reflects that 
she 'has improvement in filing and telephone skills. She says 
that the secretarial course has prepared her to pick up her \ 
job more quickly although she admits that the job could be 
done without pre-job training. In the advertisement for this, 
post, commercial or secretarial training was preferred. The 
designated sex was female. 
I f 
Though she realizes that her daily work is quite 
'repetitious, she has no intention to leave this company for 
the coming one or two years. She is waiting for prgmotion 
to be a secretary or transferring to another post but she 
has no ideas when her boss ~ould p~omote her. She is tired 
of changing jobs for fear of giving a bad impression to her 
present and future employers as being an unstable and 
immature person. A'lthough she is not particularly interested 
in her job, she is quite happy that most of her colleagues 
are very nice. This helps her to 'kill the time easily and 
happi ly'. She would probably not , change jobs in the near 






Fanny is the eldest of five daughters. Her parents are 
young and both are working. Her mother is not yet forty and 
is a junior tworkman' in a government hospital (workman is 
the designated title used in the hospital). Her father is 
a supervisor in a fire 'alarm system contracting firm. Her 
parents adopt a laisser-faire attitude towards their 
children. As there are only minimal constraints from the 
parents, the children have to learn to look after themselves 
early in life. 
Fanny describes her family members as tcrazy' but happy. 
Her parents and s,isters are all quick tempered. Little 
. 
quarrels between members _are typical which, in ~anny words, 
making family life more funny and lively. As the girls are 
growing up, they have their own lives and activities. Fanny 
related that for nearly -a whole year, there were less than 
ten times that the whole family could sit around the dinner 
table together. 
Fanny's father participates in housework. He does the 
laundry every day and sometimes prepares meals for the 
family. Her mother goes to the market.' Her younger sisters 
also go to the market ~nd prepare dinn~rs sometimes. Most 
of other household chores are taken up by the two youngest 
'sisters for" they thave-the most time at home.' 
65 
Work History 
Fanny started work as a shipping clerk in a garment 
trading firm in which her cousin was one of the partners~ 
It was a, new and smal 1 ' busin~ss. Under the guidance of her 
' cousin, she tried, her hands at different tasks of the whole ' 
process involved in the gar~ent ~rading business. She learnt 
a lot. about general office process and techniques and also, 
professional knowledge in merchandising and shipping in 
garment trading business. She worked in the firm for a few 
months until it wound ,up because qf a separation of 
partnership. 
Her next job was a recept ion i st in another garment 
trading firm. Her main duty was receiVing telephone calls. 
Her attendance in that fi rm was' not good due to her poor 
health in that period. Her employment was terminated .before 
, / 
the end of the probation period. Though , she was on 1 y a 
receptionist and worked in that firm for a short period, she 
seemed quite knowledgeable about the business of the firm and 
mixed up well with her male colleagues. She commented that 
her women colleagues were _ttoo fussy'. 
Her next job was a junior clerk in a fashion boutique. 
She learnt a lot and had ·fun with her colleagues. After 
three months, she was promoted to Sales and Merchandising 
Clerk. ' She was pr.oud that she finally got 'a job with a 
title' .. She gained knowledge in sales and merchandising. 
However~ after about one and a half year, she found her tasks 
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repetitive. So she left . the boutique and found the present 
- job in a trading firm specializing i.n furniture and silk 
flowers. After working for one year, she is looking for 
6pport~nity to change job since she is aware that her boss 
is shrinking his business and is not keeping his promise to 
raise her salary. She wants to fi nd a job in sundry 
, / 
merchandising because it is more challenging and offers high 
monetary reward. She likes a job which offer opportunities 
to meet people and to handle tasks independently. 
Her present salary is about $6000, with double pay and 
bonus of'up to half a month's salary at the end of the year. 
From time to time, she had plans of starting her own business 
and has made tentative estimation of the cost of doing so. 
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CHAPTER 5 CAREER CHOICES AND EXPERIENCES 
The four .young people started with very similar 
academic background and ~ntered the occupational world three 
years ago. But their experiences in these three years were 
very different from one another. This chapter will describe 
and discuss their experiences in preparation for work, the 
actual job openings they perceived, ~heir job specifications, 
their relations with their colleagues and the learning 
opportunities they have on their jobs. 
5.1 Typical Ideal · Occupations 
The young people in this study did not have strong 
. 
preference for ideal occupations before they entered the job 
market. When they were probed in this area, the , re~ponses 
of two young women and two young men were 'different. When 
they were asked about the ideal occupations they had when 
they were in school, the young women mostly quoted a limited 
number of familiar female dominated occupations:. nurse, 
airhostess, waitress, secretary or clerk. But for the young 
men, no specific occupations were quoted. At most, they 
could only make a distinction between white collar and blue 
collar work in their discussion. 
However, with poor academic qualifications, especially 
in English, occupations which require further professional 
training (nurse, airhostess etc.) are closed to the young 
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women -in the study. Therefore they had to start with some 
low-level clerical jobs or enrol in secretarial courses which 
cater for those wi th lower academi c standards. It is 
- commonly accepted that these secretarial courses are mostly 
intended for young women. In fact, there are no comparable 
courses for young men. 
Perhaps in our society, there - exists some well 
established traditional jobs for young women with ' 
qualificati~ns below the level of university entrance. The 
jobs available for young men at the same level are more 
diversified and not clearly defined. So the career 
objec~ives of young men are not crystallized until they have 
gained some years of actual working experiences. The young 
women are more likely to have an early understanding that the 
jobs they are most 'likely to get after they leave sch901 are 
clerical or secretarial. 
5.2 Vocational Prepar~tion and Actual Openings 
As they had very little psychological preparation when 
entering the job . market, these young people had very vague 
vocational goals when they started seeking jobs. 
CK: Did you find , it difficult to seek jobs? 
Man: Qu i te d i ff i cu 1 t ... because ... on the one 
hand, I did not know where my interests lie. 
On . the other hand, I did not know what was 
required on the jobs. 
***** 
CK: Have you ever thought of office work when you 





When I was in school, I was just fool ing 
around. I didn't know what I was doing then. 
Study, study, study. What I would . do after 
finishing my studies? ... I've never known. 
You've never thought of it? 
I have. But I cou 1 dn ' t. I've thought of 
office work but I worried that I didn't have 
such qual ifi·cat;ons. I didn't know I could ' 
start' from being an office boy then. I've 
thought of craft apprentice, but I had no such 
experience. I didn't know whether 'it suits me 
or not. 
Fanny had part time work·; ng exper; ence when she was ; n 





When you were in Form 40r Form 5, hav~ you 
ever thought of what you wou1 d do ; n the 
future? 
No. No ... In Form 4, I've thought of jobs 
such as sa 1 es or wa i tress--those ; n the serv; ce 
sectors, you know, my qualifications were not 
so good ... But I turned out to be a clerk. 
Nobody be 1 i eyed I' d made such choi ce. I've 
been doing part time in Form 4 and Fo~m 5. All 
my . friends expected me to be a waitress. 
They're all surprised. 
What did you do in your ' part time job? 
Waitress. Yeah. In cafes. 
For Form 5 graduates with no further qualific~tions, 
training or working experience, the real choices opened to 
them are quite 1 ;mited. I asked them to descri be .thei r 
experiences in finding jobs. 
CK: When you read the newspapers and started 
finding jobs, what jobs were actually available 
for Form 5 graduates? 
Sue: It . would be very difficult if you have no 
further qualifications. Really. They all · 
require working experiences. Or you could only 
expect a very low salary, then you might be 
able to find one. If you have any 
expectations, then it would be very difficult. 
CK: 
. Sue: 
Did you have any jobs in ,mind when you started 
seeking employment? 
Em ... someone could find jobs quite early . 
They are usually clerical workers. I've tried 
clerks. But when I phoned to the companies., 




was only 16 or 17, they usually put the phone 
down. 
***** 
How did you seek employment? 
Read newspapers. And phoned to the companies. 
But mpst of them required working experiences. 
Once they knew you had no working experiences, 
they usually turned you down. 
Fanny and Eddy were both i ntr.oduced to thei r fi rst jobs 
through relatives or friends. They were ," spared the 
frustrations that Sue and Man experienced. For those who 
have to find jobs by themselves like Sue and .Man, the common 
situat10n facing these Form 5 graduates with no working 
experiences' is that the job market could not offer them the 
salary they expected. They often had to compete for the same 
jDbs with those not finishing ~ secondary schooling. 
Thus, the initial situations, experiences and 
/ " 
opportunities are very similar for these young people. They 
have to accept posts that regard thei r graduation 
certificates as redundant and that offer ' them very low 
salary. But their job natures, job experiences and prospects 
could be very different once they have entered the companies. 
Many such d; fferences cou 1 d be attr i buted, to the genders of 
the young , people. Some of these differences could be 
explained by the different processes of psychological 
development and the sex stereotypes of boys and girls 
themselves. Some others could be imputed to the informal 
discrimination practices , in the workplace while others the 
results of wider social forces in the society. These 
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differences and their possible causes will be discussed in 
detail in the following sections. 
5.3 Job Specifications 
With the exceptions of messengers or receptionists, 
r 
6most jobs available to these, Form 5 school leavers are not 
gender;~ed~ at least in terms of formal designations. In 
the white-collar sector, they are mostly employed initially 
as junior clerks. 
Though both men and women are employed as clerks, the 
actual duties they perform on the jobs can be quite 
different. Job specifications for a female clerk are usually 
more clearly defined. She is usua 11 y expected to fill a 
specific ~slot' in a company to perform clerical 9uties: 
taking telephone calls, typing letters, filing ... etc. Her 
scope of work ; s often bound by her desk and the ' fi 1 ing 
cabinets. 
Sue has worked in a trading firm in electronic products 
as a clerk.' I asked her to describe her job. 
CK: 
Sue : ' 
Can you tell me what exactly you did as a clerk 
in 'that company? 
Typing letters, sending fax, receiving 
telephone ca 11 s , send i ng samp 1 e parce 1 s to 
clients ... It was a small company. I had to 
do everyth i ng, usua 11 y typi ng ... I was the 
youngest there. Everybody could ask me to do 
things: to send a fax, to type an invoice. I 
had to do everything. 
. . . . . 
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CK: You were the only clerk in the company, so you 
had to do all sort of things? 
Sue: Yeah. Yeah. I also had to pack parcels and 
weigh them. I had to do everything. Except 
going out. I didn't have to take the par~els 
to the Post Office. 
CK: . What did you learn in that period? 
Sue: What did I 1 earn? Rece i vi ng· te 1 ephone 
calls. Because at that time, most of our 
clients were foreigners. My English was not 
so good. I was really panic the first time [I 
picked up the phone] J •• It became better later 
CK: 
Sue: 
And ... typing. My typing improved a lot. 
Did you have chances to try other duties? Such 
as shipping? 
No. Very few. Because they'd already had two 
people in shipping. They could manage their 
jobs. Also, I usually busily occupied myself. 
Once, I had nbthing to do. They asked me to 
type a c.o. (C"ertificate of · Origin) but I 
couldn't type it right even after many trials. 
You can't make any mistakes on · a c.o. ; .. I had 
very few chances to try other duties ... just 
typing, most of my work are general clerical 
'work .. l 
On the other hand, a male 'clerk in a company is usually 
expected to be a helping hand for various departments in the 
. \ 
company. His job specifications are more amorphous, and that 
also means that he is exposed to a much greater variety of 
tasks. 
Man started as a junior clerk in a garment trading firm 
in which he is now working. 
CK: When you started work in th is company as a 
junior clerk, how did the boss describe the 
job to you? 
Man: He said this was an arduous job and I had to 
. go out often. I was expected to help with all 
sorts of things in the company. 
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It turned out that Man had to visit the factories often 
to check the progress of the; r production orders. These 
' visits enabled him to gain a better view of the work process 
within the field he was working in. Though he also had to 
do some typing, general clerical work was surely not his main 
duty. 
Eddy's present job title is ,also a clerk. But he is 
working under the Head of Litigation Department in a 
solicitors' firm. He has to help with every case the Head 





What is your daily routine? 
Now I'm being trained. He [the Department 
Head] gives me chance to try everything. 
Sometimes I draft letters--demand letters ... 
I'm actua'lly in training. I've no specific 
job descriptions such as typing or calculating. 
No. I've to do everything. 
What exactly is your job title? 
Clerk. I'm not ready for higher positi9ns but 
I don't belong to those below. Those below are 
called Filing Clerk. Those above are called 
Litigation Clerk. Surely I am not a L.C. but 
I don't have ,to do filing. So I . call myself 
clerk. 
Both Sue and Eddy are working as clerk. However, it 
is evident in' their descriptions ,that when Sue said she thad 
to do everything', it means only the clerical duties. For 
Eddy, it means every step in a ' litigation process. Their job 
'natures and learning opportunities are markedly different. 
It may be a common practice in many companies that a 
young woman clerk ;s assigned to duties within a clearly-
,defined boundary drawn within a strata ;n the whole 
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hierarchical structure. She i s not expected to have a 
genuine . understanding of the significance of the -~ork she is 
instructed to do. There is no great need to understand the 
work of other departments or the business of the field. It 
is essential that she can complete her work fast and 
accurate, neat and tidy. 
On the other ~and, the young man is assigned tasks with 
the understanding that he might be able to move up the 
hierarchy. He is ~xpected to gain knowledge of the work of 
the whole company and the field. His assignments are more 
diversified. 
A bright male junior clerk might be seen by his seniors 
. 
as an executive in the making, as in the cases of Eddy and 
Man. They are given on-the-job training~hrough 
apprenticeship. A female clerk is more often preoccupied by 
her daily routines. Her scope of work is more limited. The 
future development of a female clerk is more predictable. 
She may be promoted to the post of a clerk of a senior rank 
or become .a · persona 1 secretary. Howeve r , she is a 1 ways 
expected to be in a supportive role. 
Sue has p~rsued a one year full time secretarial course 
and has observed the work ·of a secretary in action. This was 




What does a ·secretary do? 
A secretary has to note down appointments for 
her boss and remind him of his meeting 
schedules She also has to remind him the 
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birthdays of his family members and sometimes 
buy cards and presents for them ... She has to 
ensure that her boss could ease his mind on 
such matters so that he could concentrate on 
more important business. (Emphasis added.) 
In the field of Sociology of work, a distinctio'n' is 
made between 'line' and 'staff' in a working environment. ' 
Those working 'on the line' are responsible for the concrete 
production routines ,which, mainly involve manuC\l work, whi le 
the 'staff' shou 1 d see about' the organ i zat i on and 
coordination of various activities in the whole factory. 
Although this distinction is originally proposed for 
understanding blue-collar work ; in a factory, it also seems 
to find applicabi ,lity in office settings. It seems that 
those employed as clerks or secretaries as Sue are working 
as ~line workers'. Their mobility up a work organization is 
much more limited compared with those employed or being 
trained as staff. 
Sue's description of a 'secretary's duties gives support 
to what Brake (1985) observes as the nature of women work: 
Work available to women in industry is deskilled, 
and even in the professions tends to be of low 
status. Whilst their income may be essential, 
their work is delegated ' to being of minor 
importance, both in its organisation and its 
form; it is 'women's work'. It often contains 
elements of domestic labour such as servicing men 
, as bosses (the clerical worker as ~office wife'). 
Fanny's experience was different from the others. She 
started work in her cousin's firm. It was a new small firm 
in. which her cousin was one of the partners. Her cousin 
initiated her on the job. She was given ample exposure to 
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various tasks in garmen,t trading business right from the 
start. The opportunity Fanny had is un~ikely to b~ available 
for young people entering their first jobs with no family 
connection~, pro~er training or working experiences. 
CK: How could you learn so many things in such a 
short time? Who taught you? 
Fanny: They taught me. My cousin--we are relatives, 
so she taught ' me. She knew that I had no such 
knowledge. So she taught me on the job. 
Fanny herself is an outgoing and aggressive young 
woman. It helps her to bui ld relationship quickly on the 
job. When she was working,~n a fashion boutique, she came 
across a sen i or co 1 1 eague who taught her the sk i 11 s . she 
needed on the job. 
Fanny: I followed and learnt from a woman· in the 
personnel section. She was working directly 
under the boss. She's good to me. She taught 
me computer. [ ... ] She taught·me from the very 
beginning. [ ... ] I learnt a lot from her: 
keeping stationery, [ ... ] handl ing invoices, 
[ ... ] contacting local suppliers. I learnt a 
lot. Rea 1 1 y . ' 
5.4 Social Relations in the Workplace 
The types and qual ity of social relations in the 
workplace have great consequences on the . job, satisfaction, 
learning opportuni~y and promotion prospect of an employee. 
However, young women and men in this study seem to bring to 
their work different expectations in this aspect. For the 
young women, a good social relation with their colleagues is 
a major component of job satisfaction in itself. They are 
more emot i ona 1 1 y i nvo 1 ved ' in (and somet i mes disturbed by) 
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these relations. It is a primary concern in their' evaluation 
6f whether to stay intheir present jobs. For the young men, 
however, interpersonal relationship is more instrumental. 
It is a means to greater work efficiency and learning 
opportunity. It 'is a bridg~ to upward mobility. 
When I asked Sue how she felt about her job in the 
electronics trading firm, she naturally judged it by the 
quality of her social relations. 
CK: How do you rate your job? 
Sue: It's OK. ,The' peop1 e were not too bad. I thi nk 
the most important thing is that the boss is 
, good. He was OK. (Laugh) He's not so demand; ng 
He did not care much interpersonal 
relationship. The most important thing was 
that you could finish your job properly. 
That's OK. If ybu did what he'd told you, it's· 
OK ... He didn't often pick on you or scorn 
you. 
Interpersonal relationship was also the first thing 
,. 
Sue used to describe her present job in a big toy c6mpany .. 
She feels good with her colleagues but her relations with 
the boss is more distant. 
CK: You found this job through an advertisement in 
the newspaper? 
Sue: Yeah ... It's OK. The people. ' But sometimes 
it [; nterpersona 1 po 1 ; tics] is very comp 1 i cated 
and troub 1 esome ... It's a bi g company. So 
it's quite . a job to handle p~ople and make 
friends with them. 
CK: How are your relations 'with the secretary an9 
the boss? 
Sue: It's quite good. Because I'm the youngest in 
the department. They treat me like a little 
girl. They treat me quite w~ll. And the boss 
i,s very nice. He won't often pose as a boss. 
It's quite good. 
CK: . Who has the most frequent contacts with you on 
the job? 
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Sue: The secretary. And other co 11 eagues. 
fewer contacts with the boss. He 
foreigner . . I'm afra;,d to talk to hjm. 
I've 
is a 
CK: Do you sometimes have fun together with your 
co 1 1 eagues? . 
Sue: Yes, we do. We sometimes had barbecues 
They are all very nice, very nice, except one 
or two in the department. 
CK: What did you learn in your job? 
Sue: Em ... I learnt more on interpersonal matters. 
Because I can see that there are ·so many kinds 
of people ... It's quite campl icated .. 
Having good social relations with fellow workers is 
the main consideration that makes Sue stay in her work. 
CK: . 
Sue: . 
What other factors make you stay in your job? 
I think it's the people. Some colleagues are 
very nice to me. · I fee 1 very happy. [ .. .. ] The 
most important thing is that your colleagues 
treat you well. Then it's much easier to pass 
a day happily [with nice colleagues]. 
Fanny also regards interpersonal relationship ~· prime 





What features of a job are needed to attract 
you to stay? . 
First, salary. Second, environment. Your 
working environment. Third, the tasks you do. 
Fourth, your relatio·nship with your col leagues. 
What do you meant by environment? 
. Phys i ca 1 work i ng env i ronment. When you work 
in a poor environment, when your office is 
drowsy and lifeless, then you have no drive to 
work. And then the tasks you do. Suppose what 
you do are unimportant and repetitious, and you 
are not able to handle a task independently, 
you feel differently ... You don't feel good 
And then, colleagues. If you have good and 
smooth relations with your colleagues, then, 
... I think it's the most important thing for 
me. (Emphasis added). If you can't work well 
wi th your co 1 1 eagues, and you have to meet them 
ev.ery day, it's unbearable. Then you can't 
work there. I'd leave as fast as possible. 
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For Man, good social relations are of course assets, 
but no heavy emotion is invested . 
. CK: 
Man: . 
How are your relations with colleagues? 
Quite good. We have fun together. Perhaps 
most of us are young people. We don't like 
those 'adult activities': playing mahjong, 
gamb l'i ng in .Macau, horse bett i ng ... very 
seldom ... It doesn't really matter. We are 
simply working together. (Emphasis added.) If 
we can work well happily, that's good. If we 
don't match, ·even if you're of the same age, 
you don't go along well. 
I 
Eddy a1so · have good social relations ' in his present 
fi rm. -He has opportunity to establ ish good. relations with 
his seniors. ' But these are means to an' end. It is through 
these relationships that he learns the practice of the trade. 






What makes you stay? 
Opportun i ty. Opportun i ty. Opportun i ty. [ ... ] 
How ·many years are needed to become a broker 
ins 0 1 i c i to r bu sin e ss? ,_ 
It's difficult to say. It depends on yoGr luck 
and opportunity. And whether you are bright. 
And whether you have opportunity. Opportunity 
is very important. If you meet a good mentor, 
he would teach you ... If you have someone who 
could teach you, then you would be brighter 
sooner or later. (Emphasis added.) 
For the two young men, social relations (usually formed 
with seniors) were the means to learn abo~t the business. 
These relations could be initiated by the seniors. When Eddy 
was working as a messenger, he made friends with a solicitor 
in the firm. 
Eddy: I have a colleague about the.same age as you. 
He is good to me. His work, his qualifications 
and abilities are good. We became acquainted 
and once he asked if I would like to help with 
his work in the:evenings. Theteafter I stayed 
after office hours with him in the office. We 
stayed until midnight. I worked for him and. 
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he taught ~e a lot. 
Man 'a.1so had good relations with his' biasses and 
colleagues and stayed late in the company to learn from them. 
Man: I didn't expect he [the boss] would give me so 
many ppportun.i ties . ' .. He does not a 1 ways pose 
as a boss. Someti mes we play ba 1 1 'games 
together. Sometimes we play and have meals in 
his house. ' f , 
Man: I had toga out to visit the factories often. 
It was no easy job. Then I often went back to 
the office to learn from them. They were busy 
then. Officially, we could leave at six but 
we often stayed until eignt or nine o'clock. 
When I finished visiting the factories, it was 
usually ' five or six o'clock. I had my duty 
during the day. In the evening, I was not so 
busy. So I decided to stay on to see what my 
colleagues were doing. It's good to see 
whether these jobs suit me. 
One of the positive factors 'for the career , development 
of the two young men in this study is that they have gobd 
relations with their seniors. They regard their sen)'ors or 
bosses as mentors. Their seniors teach them knowledge and ' 
skills of the trade which may lie outside their current job 
boundary~ On the other hand, the two young women lay more 
emphasis on the satisfaction they get from having good 
relations with their colleagues. ' For the young women, 
relations are more likely to be formed horizontally than 
vertically. Th~ir bosses seem to be more distant to them. 
It is not j ustby luck or by chances that the young 
men form good relations with thei r seniors and the young 
women form good ,relations with their f~llow workers. Men 
, and women may be subjective.ly looking for different things 
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when they enter a work environment. Nancy Chodorow's 'object 
relations' theory .is helpful for understan~ing th~ different 
~xperitations of these young women and men. 
In her book The Reproduction of Mothering ('1978), 
Chodorow argues that at birth, the human infant is not yet 
; 
a self. It is not fully capable of distinguishing itself 
from others. There are no clear boundaries -between self and 
others. The process of becomin~ a self is one of drawing 
such boundaries, of differentiation and individuation. This· 
process happens most importantly via relationships with other 
human beings, especially those responsible for early care in 
infancy. In a social system where mothers provide almost 
exclusive e~rly tare, children of both sexes have a primary 
relationship with the mother. It is argued that the process 
of differentiation and - individuation of boys is dif·ferent 
from that of girls. 
To achieve an identity as male is to be different from 
the mother. He has to separate from the person on whom he 
is at first totally dependent . . He has come to develop a more 
, rigid ego-boundary. Becoming female, however, is a different 
process. There · is no heed to repress her irifantile 
experience or her relational ca~acitiesD She is more likely 
to define herself in relation to others. 'Her ego-boundary 
i s 1 ess ri g i d and mo re flex i b 1 e . There is no need to 
estab 1 ish an i denti ty different .from her mother. Instead, 
her mother is a concrete" example of her gender identity. 
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, , 
Chodorow argues that mothers tend to regard boys as ,'other'; 
they are more ,likely to perceive girls as an extension of 
themselves" as not 'separate' in quite the same way as boys 
(Grimshaw, 1986: 55-57). / 
Chodorow argues that the different path taken by the 
girl in her relationships with her mother leads her sense of 
, self to be typically different from that of a boy, and leads 
I 
her to be more preoccupied with relationship with others and 
less concerne'd than 'the boys to assert C?r experience the 
separateness and distinctness of self (Gr;mshaw, 1986: 179). 
Chodorow's theory helps us to understand that men are 
more likely to have an instrumental view towards social 
, 
relations in the workplace. When a young man bu i 1 ds up 
, relationships with, his seniors, he naturally regards ~hem as 
different and distinct from himself. Young women are more 
likely to seek relationships with their fellow workers from 
whom the ego-boundaries are less rigid and distinct. Their 
relationships with them are more emotionally charged. By 
itself, we c~nnot tell whiCh type of relationship is better 
than the other. 'But it happens that good instrumental 
relations with seniors seem to give young men an ad~antage 
in their career development. 
5.5 ' Overtime Work and Learning Opportunities 
J 
Good social relations in the workplace is a bridge to 
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" 
learning opportunities which leads to pos'sible promoti<;>n. 
The young men in this study learnt the practical. knowledge 
of the busine$s through informal apprenticeship with their 
seniors. This usually took place outside normal - working 
hours. Both young men had to stay in the company in the 
evenings and work until midnight sometimes. It is doubtful 
whether these opportunities are equally accessible, to young 
women. 
Given the present fam~ly structure, most seniors in 
the workplace are males.' (They have their wives to take care 
of, the housework and the childrer,l at home.) The fact that 
a young woman is staying alone wi,th a male senior in the 
company coul d easil y 1 ead to rumours wi th sexual overtone's. 
, 
Both the male seniors and the young woman would like to avoid 
such hearsay. Even if they cou 1 d ignore such rest~a i nts , -
,young women going home late at night are experiencing real 
and potential threats on the streets that young men could 
only imagine. For the same reasons, parents are generally 
more likely to allow their sons than their daughters to 
return ' home 'late. All these considerations combine to 
inhib,it the youMg women to take advantage of these i'nformal 
learning opportunities available to their men colleagues. 
( , 
CK: But you often have to go home late ... 
Man: They [his parents] wouldn't mind I come home 
late at night. They always say th~t as a young 
man I should not be so calculating about work 
loads, otherwise I could never learn and no one 
would value me' in my work. 
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Eddy had long been living an independ~nt life since 
his ·senior .years ;nschool. No objections were,made from 
his parents concerning his overtime work. 
The obstacles facing young women could just come .from 
their subjective asse,sment of the" potential troubles and 
risks~ However" Jacobs (1989 :62) -poi nts . out that the 
barri'ers could also becoming fr0m established norms sex 
stereotypes in the workpla~e. 
Women are harassed at · work by supervisors and 
co-workers after they manage to overcome 
discrimination at the hiring stage. They are 
not aided in informal training as men often are, 
they are often viewed wi th susp i cion and not 
treated as part of the team, and they are not 
expected to seek advancement and are criticized 
when they seem too aggressive. 
It seems that such forces mentioned by Jacobs ar~ also 
acting as inhibiting, factors to the young women herein Hong 
-Kong. 
5.6 Being Young: "Little Girl" vs "Young Man" 
Young people enter the job market at more or less the 
same age. They ,are i nexperi enced 'and are not trusted wi th 
important tasks ; n; ti ally. But the element of age has 
different implications for a young men and a young women in 
a work organization. 
Eddy is the youngest colleague in his firm. 
proud of his young age. 
He is 
Eddy: Many p'eople are be'tter than me, but I don't 
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want to compare myself with them. I - compare 
with myself. And in this company, I am almost 
the youngest ... I am t~e youngest ,one. I am 
proud of my young age. This is my special 
advantage. Because ' of my young age, I have 
plent.Y ,of time to learn.-
Eddy sees hi,s young age ' as an asset because he is 
treated by his colleagues and seniors as a young man -- a 
, man in the making. 
Eddy: I must work hard at th is stage I take 
advantage of my young age. Because they ,[his 
colleagues] think that I am young and they have 
the intent to teach me and take care of me. . 
Man also under~tands that he is young and inexperienced 
in h;s company. He sees that he is a 1 ways ' 1 earn i ng new 
things. 
Man: Even now I don't think I have learnt enough. 
We are always learning. There is no limit to 
our knowledge. Learning never stop. There is 
no endin~. There are always new things to be 
discovered. . 
Young age for a Women has different connotation~. She 
is an immature tlittle girl' and to be patronised by her 
colleagues. Sue told of he~ experience in her first job. 
Sue: And I was young. They saw me as 
i nexperi enced' . . . 1 i ke a 1 i tt le gi rl . They 
won't be too harsh to me ... Even if I made 
mi stakes, it's because I was young. It's 
' excusable for me to make mistakes. 
She is also the youngest , women in her present company 
and is treated tnicely' by her colleagues and boss . . However, 
she di~ not mention that people would teach her seriously 
because she is young. Maybe ,she is just regarded as a cute 
little girl in the 'work organization. , 
Fanny also relates that sometimes people do not tr~st 
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her because of her young age. 
" . Fanny: . And at 1 east I th ink I· need ' one or, two more 
years, when I am twenty-one or twenty-two, then 
people would trust me. They would trust me at 
that age. 
\ ' 
'5. 7 Summary 
For Form 5 g,raduates with no further qualifications or 
training, , there are not many career choices they could 
actually make. The young peopl e themse 1 ves are not we 1 1 
, 
prepared to make a choice either. They do not have clear 
vocational goals and they· lack relevant knowledge of the 
occupational world. 
Though all four young people are working as clerks, 
their job specifications are very different. A femal€!· junior 
.- ,-
clerk is usually given a clearly defined and speciffc work 
boundary. - Her daily routines of typing, filing and receiving 
telephone calls are universal supportive skills which can be 
employed in every- office. Like a person making bolts and 
nuts, there is no need for her to have 'a genuine 
understanding of the content of , the letters she is instructed 
to type. A male junior clerk's job specifications are more 
fluid and undefined. He ; s exposed to aw; de variety of 
tasks and has the chance to understand the work i ng of the 
company or the field he is in. 
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The informalconstr~ints in the workplace and society 
inter~ct with different subjective expectations o~ young men 
and women in the forming of social relationships with th~ir 
colleagues. Young men's sO'cial relationships are more likely 
to be formed vertically wi·th their seniors. Young women seem 
to concern more about horizontal relationships with their 
fellow workers. 
Social relations in the workplace are often the vehicle 
of informal apprenticeship. Good relations with one's 
seniors are bridges to learning opportunity and possible 
. promot i on for the young men. At the same time, good 
relation$ with one's fellow workers help young women to pass 
a day quickly. Since most seniors in the workplace are men, 
young men can form relationships with them more easily. 
Young "women have more inhibitions in developing relatiqnships 
with their male seniors. " When the ybung woman's senior is 
a women or a relative, as' in the case of Fanny in her 
cousin's firm, and the fashion. boutique, the sex barrier is 
removed. Fanny's connection with her cousin surely gave her 
an edg~ over Other young women who started as general clerk. 
Young men and women in this study started their career 
in much the same way, but their attainment and their prospect 
seem to show differentiation after three years of the; r 
graduation. From their descriptions of their experiences on 
the : j6b, we can tentatively conclude that opportunity to have 
~xposure to a wide variety of tasks and having good social 
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relations with one's seniors are the two main factors that 
he 1 p one move up the career 1 adder. However, the Y,oung women 
seem to be at a disadvantage compared with the young ·men. 
The disadvantages come from the established job expectations 
of ~en and women in the workplace; and that most bosses and 
seniors in higher cranks are men may complicate and inhibit 
the relations be~ween them and the young junior women 
workers. It is also probable that men and women subjectively 





for "the young 
has different meanings and 
people thefuselves and thei~ 
co 11 e~agues . Young: men are expected to become seasoned and 
mature in a few years. Young women, however, are expected 
to be forever young--both in their faces and in/" their 
experience. 
Having learnt their experiences in the workplace, what 
a~e the influences of school life and famil .y experiences on 
the career of these young people? How does school prepare 
young people for work and how does family affect the decision 
making in their initial years of career life? The questions 
will be addressed in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 6 SCHOOL LIFE AND PREPARATION FOR WORK 
Although the number of pupils studying in Form 6 is 
always a minority, i ,t is ' not the goal of most sChools to 
prepare students to start work immediately after Form 5. 
Schools are after all tacademic' institutions~ The whole 
curriculum and the majority of school resources and teachers' 
activities are -directed towards boosting the performance of 
students in public examinations. The number of students 
getting credits and distinctions -in the HKCEE, ,and 
consequently the number of students getting Form 6 places and 
.. 
finally gain access into tertiary institutions are the 
concrete indicators used by various parties to evaluate the 
tsuccess' of the schools. 
So what does school life and curriculum mean tq--those 
students who do not have the intention or ability for furthef 
education? This chapter will explore the subjective 
experiences of four of these students. Though their 
experiences cannot claim any representativeness, they do have 
a wide variet~ of school experiences that 'help to illustrate 
the significance of d;'fferent aspects of school life for 
these students. 
It would be useful to briefly recapitulate the 
backgrounds of school life of these students here. Man and 
Sue were -both conformi ng students ,; n schoo 1 . They genera 1 
had positive attitude towards school and ' participated in 
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school organized activities. Thei r conduct records and 
academi c resul ts were good compared· wi th those, of thei r 
classmates. In addition, Man held posts of responsibility 
·within the school. He had "been chosen Class Monitor, H~alth 
Warden and House Captain by the teachers . 
. Fanny and Eddy, on the other hand, were more 
indifferent towards school activities, especially in 'the 
later years of school. Fanny's academic performances were 
above average while Eddy's bad. Their common problem was 
how.to pass the time, and they did this by fooling around, 
. daydreaming during lessons. They created their own time and 
space' i ns i de and outs i de schoo 1 th rough d i sapp roved 
activities. They rejected what the "school " told them of the 
proper bahaviors of proper students. Their attitudes can be 
, . 
characterized by 'retreatism' in Peter Woods~s typo~ogy of 
pupil adaptations to school (1~79). 
6.1 Irrelevance of School Formal Curriculum 
Every year, after the release of HKCEE results in 
. 
August, schoo 1 teachers are busy with the se 1 ect i on of 
students for Form 6 admission in their school. Those 
students with HKCEE results unqualified for Form 6 admission 
are practically unattended by the schools after they have 
received the examination result sl ips (a piece of paper 
showing the grades the students have attained in the 
examination). Thus those students entering the job market 
91 
with Form 5 qualifi.cations are. generally ill-equipped with 
necessary knowledge concerning the occupational wqrld or the 
educational facilities available to them other than those 
preparing for tertiary ~ducatidn. They have to start from 
. scratch. 
When asked what school lif~ meant to them, all four 
young people gave ~ery similar port~ait~ They all complained 
that a great majority of what they learnt in school ;s 
irrelevant to them. 
CK: What did five years of secondary schoo 1 i ng 
offer you? 
Fanny: I was dumb and aimless at that time. Nothing 
worthwhile. It's ' so different from the outside 
world. Two different things. You can say it's 
compulsory education, so we have to stay in 
school. (Laugh) What did I learn? ... Nothing 
essential. Maybe i.t ' gave me· a cert. I can 
show it to others. (Laugh) Noth i ng. I don't 
see anything worth mentioning. 
. F 
Fanny found that noth i ng she ' 1 earnt in schoo 1 cou 1 d 
help her cope with the pressing demand in work. She 
reflected on her experience i~ her first job. 
Fanny: At that time, ' I hadn't taken any commerce 
course. - I di dn' t kn'ow how to type, how to 
write fax, how to send telex. I knew nothing!-
I hadn't stud·; ed computer so I d i dn' t know how 
to use it. I had to learn everything from 
scratch. It's dreadful! So at that time I 
doubted what good my schooling did to me. It 
taught me nothing I needed on the job. It's 
totally irrelevant! 
Sue and Man, nice and conforming students in school, 
also 'had similar experiences. 
CK: What did studying in school mean to you? How 
does , it relate to what you are doing now? 
Sue: . Maybe ... it ,gave me 1 i teracy. (Laugh) I'm just joking. Em .. ~ . very little. 
CK: Very little? 
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Sue': Yes. Anyway I've finished Form 5. Knowledge 
... studying could give you knowledge. But 
when you start work, i~'s totally different. 
You read books. You study Chinese. · You don't 
use it in your work -- unless you are a 
teacher, then it may be useful to you. 
Otherwise it's irrelevant to your work. If 
you've studied Commerce or Computer, then you 
may , oe able to use it on you job ... But, 
they're sti 1 1 different things. When I studied 
Computer in school, I learnt programming. But 
I ... when I use the PC (personal computer) in 
my company, I use application software. [ ... ] 
CK: What you've 1 earnt in schoo 1 doesn't he 1 p much? 
Sue: No. . Except Maths., ( Laugh) I t taught me 
arithmetic. And English. You often ' use 
English on you job. Physics, Chemistry, 
'Biology ... very 1 ittle·. Compu~er ... a little 
bit. Physical education ' no, it's just ball 
games. Nothing else. It doesn't help much 
, indeed. 
***** 
CK: How does what you learnt in· school relate to 
your present work directly or indirectly? 
Man~ Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. Maybe just some 
Computer. I can us~ it now. ' , 
Compared with the others, however, Man gained something 
more from school life since he had participated in a/~ot of 
school organized activities and had held posts of 
responsibility. He benefited more through the official 
opportunities offered by the school. 
CK: You participated a lot in school activities. 
' Does it help you 'on you job? 
Man: Yes, I ·gained experiences in organizing 
. activities. We ' had annual dinner tn our 
company last year. The boss trusted it to me: 
preparation, to be MC (master of ceremonies) 
on the annual dinner ~ .. I have confidence in 
speaking in public. 
I However, Man's experienc~scould only be.availableto 
those privileged few in school who are chosen as leaders. 
93 
6.2 I~sign~ficance of 'Arts/Science D~marcation 
Whether one has studied arts or science streams makes 
little difference for those who enter the job market 'with 
Form 5 qualificatiqns~ The academic subjects the students 
learn at school have little bearing on what is required on 
the jobs. Fanny· has these comments on the arts/science 
demarcat ion in sen i or forms ,i n secondary schoo 1 . 
Fanny: It really doesn't matter you took arts or 
science stream in school. Only if you aim for 
studying in Form 6, or you .aim at certain 
professional jobs, then you have to choose 
stream' carefu 11 y. Otherwi se, for students 1 i ke 
,me, people won't mind whether you have studied 
arts· or sc i ence . I f you got five passes, 
that's OK. They won't even ask what subjects 
you have taken in school. 
For those who aspire fO'r hi ·gher education leading to 
university degrees, the academic streams they choose ' 
determine the faculties or specializations they are e,ligible 
for. ' For those who have nei ther the intent nor abi 1 {ty for 
further studies, the distinction between arts and science 
streams is largely irrelevant. 
6.3 Lack of Information for ·Further Vocational Training 
Fanny got five passes in the HKCEE. I asked her wnat 
was in her ' mind when she received the results slip. 
Fanny: My first feeling was , ... it's very strange. 
It was not so good but it was also not so bad . 
... I told myself: that's it. I've completed 
Form 5 and I'd stop here. I wouldn.'t apply for 
Form 6. Also I've never thought of technical 
institutes or secretary course. No. Never. 
Moreover, I didn't have such information [about 
courses available at technical institutes or 
secretary courses] · at hand at that time. 
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Eddy iis applying for studyfng in technical institute . 
• 
But he does not know what coUrses are-available. 
Eddy: I'd see if there are courses interesting for 
me. But I don't know what courses are 
available .. .. I've to send in my application 
form tomorrow. 
Both Eddy and Fanny started work immediately after 
graduation. Their experiences tell us that the school may 
have provided inadequate information to them concerning 
further training or educational opportunities for the non-
university track. 
~.4 Ineffective Moral Teaching~ 
Moral teachings of the teachers and the school 
. authority are incorporated selectively by the young people 
in this study. The morning assembly, a usual arrangemen~: 
. ," 
designated for conveying moral teachings to the students, is 
1 arge 1 y i rre 1 evant in the students' eyes, even for the 
conforming 'good' students. Their descriptions of such forms 
. 
of ritual are very much alike with those ' pupils in Peter 
Woods's study (1979: 105-109) : , bor i ng' , c use 1 ess' , 
'meaningless', 'a waste of time'. Furthermore, teachers' 
actions during the assemblies are often conflicting and 






. you feel? 
Bull! 
You have 
a 1 way s g ; 'ye mo r a 1 0 r re 1 i g i 0 u s 
during morning assemblies. How di.d 
two or three assemblies every week 
Fanny: Nonsense! I'd better go to sleep. 
CK: What did you usually do during the assemblies? 
What did you do standing in the hall? 
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Fanny: Talking. Sleeping. Drawing funny pictures on 
the hymns book. [ ... ] 
CK: You didn't listen to the teacher'~ ~alk? 
Fanny: Rarely '. [ ... ] 
Even Sue, a student wi'th perfect conduct records in 





What did you do when teache 'rsgive talks ' in 
the morning assemblies? 
Day dreaming (Laugh). Sometimes I'd listen to 
what they say in the beginn~ng, then we started 
talking to each other ' and lost track of the 
talks. Then we stop~ed listening. If it was 
rea 1 1 y i n te re s tin g , I' d li s te n . Some t ; me s I 
found it nonsense [ .. ,. ] and -I stopped 
listening. 
The ' Discipl ine Master ,sometimes went up the 
stage to talk about the ' discipline problems 
among the students. Did you listen to him? 
No. Moreover, some other teachers 1 i ked to 
walk around to ,check our uniforms at that time. 
So we watched where the teachers were 
patrolling and watched who were being caught. 
It's more interesting. 
6.5 Some Job-Related Effects of Hidden Curriculum 
School life do have some significant effects on the 
students in forming the c~aracter relating" the career world. 
Man, a chosen leader in school, has experiences and training 
in organizing work and people. His initfative and hard 
working attitudes have been carrie'd over to his job and 
become the positive attributes in his career advancement. 
Sue, a conforming and 'middle-of-the-road' student, 
has carried over her conforming character and self discipline 
to her job,. , A conforming character is particularly suitable 
for general clerical jobs in which the main ,duty is to take 
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orders and comply with what is told by the boss. What is 
required of her ,is that she completes her job nea~ and tidy. 
For those worki'ng in general clerical positions, initiative 
and aggressiveness are not so much needed or even welcomed. 
Fanny and Eddy were marginal students in school. They 
have probably noticed the irrelevance of school teachings for 
them early in their ,school life. Instead of complying to the 
school routines and requirement, they created time and space 
for themselves outside formal school life. Academic work did 
not give them much satisfaction. Official .extracurricular 
activities did not attract them. In order to make life 
mean i ngfu 1 for themse 1 ves, they h'ad ' to have fun and make 
s~nse of school life in their own ~ay. The ability to create 
, , 
time and space for oneself in an adverse situation' is one of 
the winning factors in one's career life. In a sensE1"they 
are br i ght young peop 1 e, though not in the convent; ona 1 
standards of the school. They do no~ accept the teachers' 
definition of the situation (Keddie, 1971) and they are not 
willing to work within the framework outlined by the school 
authority. 
Fanny was not interested in the 'extracurricular 
activities in school. She had her own way of making school 
life happy. 
, CK: old you take part in extracurricular activities 
in school? 
Fanny: Let me see ... Extracurricular activities .. . 
No, I can't remember any. Maybe none ... I 
really can't remember. 'I've already given all 




You're; just fooling around? 
Yeah. Time flies. We killed time by playing 
the fool. 
Fanny is an outgoing and assertive young woman . . In 
school, she spent more time playing with the boys than the 
girls in her class'. Her ·behaviot. was thus considered not 
ladylike in the eyes of her teachers and some of her 
classmates. She was regarded -by many teachers as a potential 
trouble maker. In fact, when I took over as her Form Teacher 
in Form 4, I was given a fblacklist' suggesting students that 
~needed special attention', Fanny was the only g'irl on the 
list. However, the same character condemned in school is 
also what hel~ed her to grasp th~ learning opportunities in 
her career. Fanny's aggressiveness and ,ability to socialize 
~ith others helped her greatly in her jobs. In every company 
. 
- -
she has worked, she could quickly gain an understanding of 
the working of the whole organization and establish ,orking 
relationships with others . . She · had plans of starting 
business of her own. She gathered information for such plans 
through her aggressiveness and socializing with people on the 
job. 
Eddy was also considered a deviant in school. However, 







Did you do anything that was not discovered 'by · 
the school? 
Not discovered? Copyina homework, 
playing snooker. What else? 
Smoking? 
No. My friends smoked but I didn't. [ ... ] 
Gambling? Horse betting? 
Horse betting. Yes. In Form 5. In Form 5, 
I had more pocket money. So I started gambling 
..• And playing cards. [ ... ] We played cards 
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after school in Form 2. 
From the experiences of Eddy and , Fanny, w~ can find 
,that shiftless students in school could be discipl ined, 
highly-motivated young people on their jobs once they set a 
meaningful target in life or see the results of their effort. 
CK: You've left school for two years. Whathave 
you learnt? 
Fanny: A lot. 'I knew noth; ng about computer when I 
1 eftschoo 1 . I learnt a lot of software 
programs . since then.,,' Now I can use many of 
them ... And then, I learnt to be systematic 
in my work. [ ... ] I've to be very efficient 
now. [ ... l I wasn't . like that before. When I 
... when I h~d homework in school, I alwa~s 
put it off .. I'd never do it right away. Now 
I have to be systemat i c, to' be fast, to be 
efficient. ) And . then, some specialized 
knowledge. I've worked in shipping and 
merchandising. I've studied no commerce 
courses before. But I can manage my work. 
And also some interpersonal skills. 
***** 
CK: You've changed a lot since you 1 eft schoo 1 . 
Why? F ' 
Eddy: Perhaps I had no plan, no target. But I have 
I now~ It's very important. Only when you have 
a target, you know wh.i ch way to go. I f you 
have no target, you'll walk in a zig-zag way. 
Then you would be shiftless' or marking time. 
Now I have a target. I want to have a better 
1 ife after marriage. I have a straight road 
ahead because of it. · 
On the other hand, those conforming and not so bright 
students like Sue are more willing to accept the teachers' 
definition of the situation . . . They are most likely to be 
ignored by the teachers. ' (Though every teacher praised Sue 
to be a cnice' girl.) They will not challenge the 
, establ ished orders and meanings in school. They wi 1.1 comply 
with what· is expected. of them from the school a~thority. 
These charact~rs are ~ot 'likely to move oneself up : in the 
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occupat'i ona 1 wor ld .. 
6.6 Orientation towards Formal Training 
It is generally accepted that our schools should 
cultivate an habit of self-learning and continuous education 
in our students. All four young people in this study took 
short courses i·n the evenings after graduation. Their 
purposes and orientations towards these courses are however 
different. 
Sue, having repeated Form 5 in the evenings for one 
year and took another year of full time secretarial training, 
is still enthusiastic towards taking formal educational 
courses. She is, at the time of this study, spendi~g four 
nights a week taking courses: two nights for general ~nglish 







. . CK: 
Why do you take ~ourses from time to time? 
I don't want to waste my 'time. And I want to 
keep up wi th what I've 1 earnt. Because, for 
example ... shorthand, you will forget it if 
you don't use it. So I take course to keep it 
up . 
. Do you often have to use shorthand in your 
work? 
No. I've no use of it now. Therefore I've to 
take courses. If you could use it in your 
work, then you have practice. But I don't ~se 
it in my company. I have no chance to practise 
it. 
But you don't use ; tin your company, then 
you'll forget it anyway. . 
Em ... partly because I think ... if I change 
, job then I might find it useful. And I thin'k 
I shouldn't drop it just because 1 have no use 
'of it in my job. I've learnt it. I don't want 
to waste this skill. [ ... ] 
But it takes you a lot of time to take so many 
courSes. 
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Sue: Not exactly so. Even though you stay at home, 
you might just ' waste your time on the TV. So 
why not spare one or two hours eacb night to 
take courses? 
'It seems that Sue has carried over her attitude of self 
discipline. from school to work life. She be 1 i eves that 
studying and taking courses must have intrinsic values in 
themselves,even though she does not find it relevant to her 
present work or in the near future. The other three young 
people, however, have more practical orientations towards 
forma It"ra in; ng. 
Fanny: I think it's' more practical to start work. 
It's better to take courses in the evenings if 
there is 'such a need. Therefore I've never 
thought of continuing my studies in Form 6. 
CK: What short courses have you taken? 
Fanny: Comput~r software .,. I took DBase DBase 
3+. And then, shipping .... handling of 
documents, 1 i cences, bank i ng. And a 1 s6 
accounting. ;-
Eddy placed a greater value on knowledge gained from 
practical experience than f~om formal scho9ling. He was one 
of the few students in his class that weni ~traight for a job 
after Form 5. 
school. ' 
Eddy: 
He knew that he cou 1 d not ga i n much from 
When I got the HKCEE result,' it was very poor. 
If you ask me to study again for a better 
result, it would take me two or three years of 
time. Therefore I went out to work to gain 
some experience. It doesn't matter I walk a 
different path. Everybody will eventually go 
to work anyway. 
After working for some' time as a messenger, Eddy took 
a course on Computer. But he soon found it useless for him. 
He ' quitted the course before it ended. 
101 
Eddy: I 1 i ked computer ve ry much. Bu:t I cou 1 dn ' t 
study it in school [ ... ] ,so I tOQk a -Icomputer 
course. ' Two months past·and Istart~d to doubt 
its - usefulness. I did have interest in 
computer but the course was for preparati'on of 
HKCEE examination. Why didn't I take other 
courses such as Wordstar? So I quitted. 
Eddy is now -applying for courses in technical 
' institutes with a clear objective. It is a prerequisit~ for 
studying courses for Legal Executive in the Polytechnic. ' He 
is going to enrol in courses which,he finds interesting and 
relevant to his present job. 
Man's attitude towards formal education is similar to 
, Eddy's. 
better. 
His results at his second attempt' in HKCEE were 
But he deci,ded that working experience was more 
relevant for him. 
Man: 'After I got my results, I thought that I 
shou 1 dn' t waste one more year of time. I 
thought it would be better for me to l~arn on 
the job. [ .. ~] It's no u~e being a b06kworm~ 
If you just study and do nothing else, you may 
get out of touch with the society. It's no use 
if you just get your knowledge from the books. ' 
It's not practical. It's no use if you can't 
apply ~t in life. 
After Man had engaged in his work, he was encouraged 
by his seniors to , take relevant courses in technical 
i nst i tutes wh i ch wou 1 d be usefu 1 in the garment bus i ness. 
He took courses on the garment production process. 
Taking short courses relevant to their current 
occupations was a stepping stone in the career development 
for Fanny, Man and Eddy. TheY,had positive incentives and 
clear objectives ·towards, these courses. For Sue, however ·, 
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• 
it is a way of occupying time otherwise idle or for fear of 
losing a skill (shorthand) she has once learnt. She doesn't 
seem to Question the relevance of the courses . . . The incentive 
is largely a negative one . . 
6.7 Summary 
From the viewpoint of young ~eople who ~nter the job 
market after Form 5, school life is largely irrelevant. The 
academic subjects they learn in school have little bearing 
on what is needed in their work. The arts/science 
demarcation is insignificant for seeking jobs. Formal moral 
teachings are mostly ignored. The academic curriculum seems 
to be matter only for those who have the intent and ability 
to pursue further education. Schools do little t.o eQuip 
students to enter the job market after finishing Fprm 5. 
Information concerni ng the occupational worl d or further 
training facilities in 'the non-univ~rsity- track is 
inadequate. 
Whi le a few school-chosen leaders benefit from the 
learning opportunities within the official framework of the 
school, marginal or deviant students reject formal school 
1 i fe and create mean i ngs outs i de it. The schoo 1 -chosen 
leaders have training in leadership", managing people and 
organizing activities, initiative and confidence. These are 
no doubt- characters conduci ve to successful career 
advancement. 
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The marginal and deviant students l 'ike Eddy. and Fanny 
are not as dumb or shiftless as the teachers or the students 
themselves might think. They are constantly, questioning the 
relevance of various aspects of school life for themselves 
and are unwilling to adopt ~he definition of situation given 
by the school authority. In a sense, their minds are more 
actively ·working and more critical than many of the 
conform; ng students. These students cou 1 d become high 1 y 
motivated workers in the jobs when they have a personalized 
target for themselves. 
The majority of students in between these two poles is 
often the neglected group in the school. They accept the 
teachers' definition of the situation and place high hopes 
on formal education. This unquestioning attitude is ysually 
carried over to their work life. They comply with the 
demands of the school which 'are designed for preparation for 
tertiary education. When they find that the doors of 
tertiary institutes are closed to them, the jobs they are 
most likely 'to find are - those which utilise the same 
conforming characters they acquired in , school: obedience, 
respect for authority, and ability to complete tasks in · a 
neat and tidy ~Jay. These persona 1 ; ty tra its are most 
conducive to a competent general clerk. 
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CHAPTER 7 FAMILY ,PROCESS AND FUTURE EXPECTATIONS 
Y~ung people entering job market have spent nearly 
twenty years in their families. Family , influences are 
certainly not to be neglected. I do not attempt to · 
investigate the influences ' of fami lyon 'the character and 
psychological development of young people i .n this study. 
Focus is instead put on theinfluenGes ,of family on the young 
people's orientations towards their future family ahd work 
roles. 
7.1. Perceived Family Burden 
Perceived family burden appears to be an inhibition 
towards making risky decisions. If one perceives a need to 
contribute to the family '· i ncome , then he or she may 9pt for 
' a job with stable prospect and income very early on. In this 
study, Sue, the eldest of ' four daughters in the family, 
perceives that she has an obligation to support her family 
financially. She consulted her mother on these matters 
b~foreshe decided to repeat Form 5. 
Sue: , Because I'm the eldest daughter, I thought I 
have an obligation to my family. So I had to 
make choi ce between start i ng work or cont i nu i ng 
my studies. Therefore I discussed with my 
mother. She said that if I want to continue 
my study then I could have it. And there was 
not an urgent need for me to support the family 
financially. She said that if I could support 
myself then it's OK. [ ... ] The most important ' 
thing is your family. If your family says no, 
if they want you to support the family 
financially, then you have no choice. You have 
to start work immediately. 
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' Sue's father was more an aloof figure for her. 
CK:Did you discuss with your daddy? . 
Sue: Daddy d i dn ' t have much that ·· is, if I 
decided to do something, then he'd agree. He 
seldom objected . . He trusted my decision. But 
I had talked with him. I told him I wanted to 
repe~t. He said: Then go and do it. 
CK: Normally ... you seldom talk with him? 
Sue: Yes. Mostly mother sees to our [her sisters] 
daily life. [ ... ] He seldom bothers. 
After repeating Form 5, Sue chose a secretarial course 
which generally 'offer a stable inoome. When she completed 
the course and sought employment last year~ she expected a 
minimum salary of $4500 which, in her own words, ;s ta 
minimum price' for a Form 5 graduate. 
When Eddy joined his present solicitors" firm as a 
messenger, his initial salary was $2800. He explained why 
, , 
he accepted such a low salary. 
Eddy: And if you don't have to give money ~ your 
fami 1 y, you have 1 ess burden. If I had to 
support my family, then I might not be able to 
take such risk. I might have to work very hard 
to earn money. Then I mi ght not have such 
chances. I'm willing ~o take risk. I can .risk 
my time to try this job or another. 
Man also perceives no need to support his family with 
his income. He has more freedom in choosing his job. Salary 
is not his major concern. He tells his considerations in 
accepting his present job two years ago. 
Man: And at that time I didn't care too much about 
, sa 1 ary . I thought if you emp 1 oyed me and I 
-had opportun i ty to 1 earn then it's OK. I 
didn't have a -base line for my salary. 
Man's , ; nit; a 1 sa 1 ary was $3000. This was about the 
same amount 'a Form 3 school leaver could get at that time. 
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He accepted a low initial salary in return for a high 
learning opportunity. 
, Fanny's -family structure is very similar to that of 
Sue. He is the eld~st ,of the five daughters. But, her family 
is less traditional in the sense that it is le~s hierarchical 
with a aloof authoritative father figure, as in the fami ,ly 
of Sue. Every daughter in Fanny's ~amily is expected to take 
care of herself. Thus she did not have a pressure to earn 
money to repay her family. 
CK: Did you, because you are the eldest daughter 
in the family, feel a pressure to start work 
to earn money? 
Fanny: No. No. 
CK: Your family did not rush you in this aspect? 
Fanny: No. 
1.2 Family Influences in Occupational Choices 
l 
As already discussed in chapter 5, the actual choices 
in the job markets available to these young people are very 
limited. And I find no clear influence from the family on 
the occupational choices of these young people. Except in 
case of Fanny (whose first job was introduced by her cousin), 
all the other three young people f 'ound jobs themselves 
without any concrete advice from their families . . I think 
part of the ' reas6n is that both the young ~eople and their 
parents have very ina~equat~ knowledge of the job market open 
to . these young . peop 1 e . The working experiences of the 
parents th~mselves do not enable them to be familiar with the 
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briskly ,changing market situation today. We cannot expect 
th~m to give any substantial guidance concerning job'choices 
. 
of their children. 
CK: In your process of finding or changing jobs, 
how d,i q your fami 1 y ... 
Sue: They ... have no opinions. They often said I 
could m~ke decisions myself. 
CK: The whole process was managed by yourself? 
Sue: Yes. I decided everything. 
***** 
'CK: After graduation, you decided for yourself 
whether to continue your studies or to find 
work? 
Fanny: Yeah! 
CK: How about starting work? Did 'they ask about 
your work? 
Fanny: No. Sometimes~ .. sometimes we did. [ .... ]But 
st i 11 they d i dn' t know much about my work. · 
Even when I told them about my work, theY 'did 




Did your family give you any opinion when you 
were seeking jobs? 
No, they d i dn' t. Because ... , I don't kn.ow ... 
, '. . pe rhaps they be 1 , eved that I can make dec, s, ons 
myself. They didn't ask much. There was once 
.. '. I changed my job then. They asked what I 
really wanted ,to do. I said, tIt's OK. I can 
manage it myse 1 f . ' . I di dn' t know how to 
explain. I couldn't tell them my future. I 
said, tyou just wait and see. You'll see what 
I'd do.' 
, 
Thus we can see that parents did not give much 
substantial advice on occupational choice to the young people 
in this study. Both the young people and their parents have 
inadequate knowledge on ,the job market facing these young 
people. The occupational structure of Hong Kong has changed 
a,lot in the past few decades. As observed by Jacobs (1989), 
the elaborate division of labor in o~r industrial economies 
poses a problem for the socialization of youths. The young 
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people 'are aware of only a limited number of familiar 
o~cupations before they actually ente~the job market. The 
experiences of their parents are not much useful guide for 
them. 
From the descriptions of their family interactions, I 
can see that the relationship between these young people and 
thei r fami 1i es is not so close. I Man probab1 y has more 
positive and constructive advice from his parents. For Eddy 
and Fanny, activities involving .the whole family are scarce. 
Parents' moralising is more often argued against then 
accepted by. Eddy. Perhaps for every generation of young 
people, late adolescence . is a period ' fighting for 
independence. And this might be a healthy sign that they 
are ready for coming into adulthood. Fanny's parents are 
young and choose not to adopt an authoritative posi~i~n in 
. 
the fam; ly. Their daughters are allowed to decide for 
themselves on most matters: Traditional gender roles are 
not observed in Fanny's family. 
There was little supervision from the families on the 
adolescent lives of Fanny and Eddy. They might have acquired 
certain bad habits or wasted their time which should have 
been spent on the studies. But the training of · independence 
they obtained unintentionally might be an important asset 'for 
their career advancement .. 
Sue's family is most traditional in the sense that the 
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roles of father and mother are most strictly divided along 
the gender line. Her father ;s the pr.imary wage-~arner who 
seldom participates in housework. Daily discipline and 
caring .of children are managed by the mother. The father is 
more a distant and ~uthoritative, figure. These .experiences 
are likely to influence the occupational orientation of Sue 
and would be discussed in next section. 
Both Sue and Fanny are the eldest daughters in the 
family, but only Sue feels an obligation ' to contribute to 
the income of the family. Fanny feels no such obligation. 
Perhaps everybody in Fanny' s farn; 1 y i s 'ac~ustomed to an 
individualistic family culture in which everyone is expected . 
t~ be responsible for himself or herself. Growing up in such 
a family might make Fanny more likely to fight for herself 
in ~very job situation she finds. 
7.3 Expectations of Gender Roles in Family and Work 
Distinct gender stereotypes concerning the proper roles 
of men ' and wom'en in fami 1 y ·and at work are observed in these 
young people when they are asked to tell ·their future 
expectations and aspirations. Traditional definitions of 
proper gender roles are generally received by these young 
people. However, the degree of acceptance and their 
expectations of future family and work life seem to vary with 
the di fferent exper i ences of the i r present fami 1 y 1 i ves . . 
Perception of the significance of work life also interact 
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with their expectations of the roles in the future family. 
Man has devoted his full energy and time to his work 
in these two years. Career building is no doubt his major 
concern for these and the coming few years. Marri age and· -
family seem too distant for him and he could only give a very 









When you build your own family, how would you 
divide housework between you and your wife? 
Well ... it's too distant a thing. [ ... ] 
How would you take care o~ your children in 
the future? 
It would be many many years away. It's too 
distant. [ ... ] 
Would you do housework together? 
... Well, it's unreasonable to depend totally 
on one person. People would get sick or tired 
sometime or another. Then ' it's unreasonable 
to ask her to cook. 
What about time when no one is sick? On normal 
days'? 
On norma 1 days somet i me it's 
unreasonable that she does [the housework] 
every day. Sometimes, people should hay-e time 
for themselves, to do things they like to do. 
Eddy is going steady with his girl friend. He has a 









Would you do housework after you got married? 
I w ill. [ ... ] I' d def i n i te 1 y he 1 p he r . I won't 
just sit down and she does all the housework. 
And later, when you have children, how would 
you arrange them? 
When I have children, I think ... I don't want ' 
to have children too soon. I must first have 
foundat ion in my career ... Then if I have 
enough money, I would hire a maid. [ ... ] 
Otherwise, I won't have children. If I have 
children, I would ask my wife to stop work and 
stay home. 
You'd ask your wife to stop work and stay home? 
Yes. Even if ·she earns more than I do, I won't 
1 et her work. ' [ ... ] 
Why would you make such choice? . 
Because I think it's more convenient for a man 
to work outside the family and for a wife to 
be a housewife ... it's more typical~ I think · 
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... housework ... it's not that I can't do it, 
but if I have to stay at home to do housework 
and she works outside, ~t would be weird. I 
don't 1 i ke it. " · , 
It is obvious from these descriptions that for these 
two young men, ho~sework is normally women's duties. Arid 
they would help with their wives sometimes. The most 
important thing for a man is his career. It wo~ld be their 
central concern throughout their adult life. Marriage is 
just an incident in their life. It ,would not 'interrupt their 
career plan. 
Fo'r Sue and Fanny" work i ng 1 i fe wou 1 d move to. the 
second place sometime after marriage '. Marriage is not just 
~n incident but an event that ~ould ~hange their adult roles 
and ways of life. 
CK: How old do you think you would get ma~ried? 
Sue: How old? About twenty six or twenty f"seven. 
[ . . . ] 
CK: Suppose when you get married and have your own 
family, you two would have a lot of housework, 
how would you two manage it? 
Sue: Then we'd be eating out evefy night. (Laugh) 
CK: But it would be unhealthy. (Laugh) 
Sue: Of course we won't. He'd kill me. Em ... I 
think I'd still be working. Unless ... unless 
I marry a wealthy man. Then there is no need 
to wo rk . [ ... ] 
CK: You expect you'd ' be responsible for the 
housework? 
Sue: Unless I live with my parents ... 
CK: Suppose you . two 1 i vea lone away from you r 
parents? 
Sue: It depends on whether he is willing to do it 
or not. [ ... ] 
CK: It depends on his willingness? 
Sue: Yes. You can't force him if he is not willing. 
[ . . . ] 
CK: How would you take care of your children? 
Sue: It depends on our financial situation. Suppose 
... I would see whether I still like my job. 
If I think my children are mtire important than 
my job, then I think I'd quit my job to raise 
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my children. If I like my job" then perhaps 
I'd continue with it and let my mother take 
care of them [ ... ] . 
CK: If you can manage to run the family with one 
pay check, then what is your preferen6e? 
Sue: · I~ , d see if I like my job. If I don't then of 
course I'd quit and raise my children. [ ... ] 
I might still be working in the beginning years 
[of my . marriage]. My mother could look after 
my chi ld. But when the chi ld grows up and 
starts going to school, then I'd stop working 
and raise the child myself. Because 
because my daddy and mummy don't have much 
1 earn i ng . They d i dn 't have much schoo 1 i ng . 
They won't be able to teach the child. You 
know, the pressure in kindergarten is great 
today, . so ' I'd better teach them myself to the 
best of my ability. 
Fanny had some ~mbitious plans to start her own 
business. But the housewife role remains always a possible, 






You have plans for this · [starting own 
business]? 
Yes. You won" t 1 i ke to work under others as 
an employee all your life long ... Som~day if 
I cou 1 d, I'd start my own bus i ness· ... But 
sometime ago, I wasn't like this j I just wanted 
to be a housewi fe. I just wanted to find 
someone to get married. [ ... l 
• Why? 
It's too tiring. It's too boring in my work. 
So I thought I'd rather get married in a few 
years. Why do I have to work so hard? Why do 
I have to put myself under so great a pressure? 
I'd just be a clerk. I'd just do some typing, 
no O.T . . (overtime work). That's excellent. 
7.4 Knowledge about Family Routines 
Young men's - knowled~e about household management' 
usually comes from observations of their mothers. 
knowl edge is -often: part i a 1 and i ncompl ete. 






My mother. She has most spare time.. [ ... ] 
Actually there is not much work to do. 
Do you help your mother? 
There is not much work to do. Sometimes she 
[mother] is free. She goes to have tea in the 
restaurant. Everybody goes to school. There 
is not much she has to do. She has time for 
tea. 
Young women are, on the contrary, very :know1edgeable 
about the concrete housework items that a mother and 
.' housewife has to face every day. They ~re more familiar with 
the daily routine of a housewife while the young men have 
only a very superficial understanding. 
CK: 
Fanny: 
What would it 1 ike when you have your own 
fami 1 y? 
There're too many things to do. You have to 
cook for the other person [husband]. ' You have 
to do the washing. Even though you don't wash 
for the others, you have to wash for yourself. 
[ ... ] You have to cleanup after meals. You 
have to sweep th'e floor. Tidy i ng up 
there're too many .things to do. To be a 
housewife is actually a dreadful job. 
***** 
CK: Would you enjoy such a life? 
Sue: ... No ... wait, what kind of life? 
CK: Not going out for work, stay at home to do the 
housework, take 'care of your children ... 
Sue: It depends whether I feel bored. Suppose if 
time passes qu i ck 1 y when the house is 
messy, then you have to tidy it up a 11 day 
long. When you finish the tidying up, then 
it's time for picking up your 'children from 
schoo 1 . Then you . have to prepare 1 unch for 
them.. And then you have to gu i de them on the i r 
homework. Then the whole day is through . 
. Though both young women are familiar with daily 
housework. They have 'different attitudes and planning 
towards it.· From the previous quotations, we can notice that 
Sue accepts the burden without much complaints. It is the 
natural order of things for her. Actually, among the four 
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daughters in her family, ~ue was the only one that, shouldered 
the househol d burden wi th her mother throughout her,' secondary 
school years. Also, her father is a man who rarely dips his 
hands in such chores. This probably has influenced her 
conception of the roles of husband and wife in a family. 
CK: Does he .-Efather] do housework? 
Sue: Sometimes. Sometimes. He seldom does it now. 
He did more often before. 
CK: How does he help? . 
Sue: Watching television ~Laugh). 
CK: I mean he 1 p .,. .. (Laugh) 
Sue: On · Sundays, he would sometimes cook. But 
usually, he do·es nothing in the house. He 
doesn't clean up afte r mea 1 s . He doesn't sweep 
the floor. [ .' .. ] He on 1 y. 1 i kes to cook, 
sometimes. 
CK: Do you think it is possible for a mother to 
work for wage wh'ile the father to stay .home to 
take care of thei ,r fami 1 y? 
Su~: Man cannot be like this. 
CK: Man cannot be like this? 
Sue: I think it is a matter of their dignity .. They 
won't 1 i ke it. They th; nk that women' ,shoul d 
stay home to tak~ care of the children. And 
they should go out to work and earn money for 
the family. My father is a typical example. 
Fanny's situation is different. . . ' . Her parents are young 
and both working. Everybody in the family has to share with 
the housework. (Although in recent years, most housework are 
performed by the two youngest daughters since they 'spend the 





Who does most of the work at home? 
You mean the househo 1 d work? (Laugh) My two 
youngest s; sters. [ ... ] My father does the 
laundry every morning. And my mother goes to 
the market after she finishes work. Sometimes 
my father cook the dinner. Sometimes my sister 
goes to the market and prepares the di nner. 
[ ... ] 
You have this practice for long? 
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Fanny: Yes. [ ... ] Maybe both my ,father and mother go 
to work, so we have to learn to take care of 
' ours~lves. Nobody else-would care for you. 
Growing up in such a family may lead Fanny to see , a 
family as a cooperative with no rigid role distinction. She 





Wou 1 d you d i v i de you r work be,tween you and you r 
husband? 
Of course! Never to be done by one person. 
Never. I would be the first to object. 
Women's lib ... (Laugh) 
When you get married, how would you expect your 
husband to help ... to share with the burden? 
(I noticed my own sexist thinking at the middle 
of my sentence.) 
How? Of course we take equal share. I do the 
washing on Monday. You do it on Tuesday 
(Laugh) Take roster. [ ... ] 
r.S , Charting the Future: Career vs Family 
After working for one or two years, these young people 
F" 
have developed different ambitions and pla"ns about their 
careers. Man has been working closely with his bosses for 
these two years and "is strongly identified·with the company. 
(He spends nearly sixteen hours a day on his work during the 
peak seasons of his business.) He started as a junior clerk 
and is now in charge of ' the Shipping Department. Under the 
guidance of his boss, he ;s going to be transferred to the 
Merchand is i ng Department. He is prepared to expand his 
knowledge and experience ;n the garment trading field~ 
I 
Eddy had no clear career plan befor~ he entered the 
"firm he is now working. But in every job he was engaged, he 
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set himsel,f a goal. When he was an apprentice printer, he 
wanted , to be a craftsman. 
Eddy: When I was working as a printer, I was quite 
devoted and serious. I always thought how long 
I had to work before I became a craftsman. , I 
have .s~ch goal in mind at that time. 
He then worked as a messenger for a few months. He is 
currently working under the Head of Litigation Department in 
a solicitors' firm and i~being trained on the job. He is 
also planning to take courses which prepare him' for further 
career adVancement. He plans to be a broker in the solicitor 
business or a legal executive if he could improve his 
'academi c qua 1 if i cat ions. He has clear and concrete knowl edge 
I of the possible route ahead. As mentioned above, he wishes 
to earn a ' lot of money and ' let her wife be a full time 
housewife. 
Fanny started work in her c6usin'sfirm and hadfgained 
a lot of knowledge about ' garment trading in a short period 
of time. However, when the firm was wound up, she did not 
utilize her experience in garment trading in ' finding 
employment. She became a receptionist taking telephone calls 
for a big company. After a few ' months, she was fired due to 
poor attendance. Her next job was more satisfying for 
.herself where she learnt a lot about sales and merchandising 
and computer app 1 icat ion. Si nce then she seems to have 
control of her career and she actively seeks jobs that she 
finds suitable. From time to time, she had ambitions of 
starting her ' own busi.ness. She has discussed . wi th her 
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friends 6n the possibility of starting a florist or a "trading 
business , in crysial flowers. However, a lot o~ money is 
needed to make these plans realized, so this , is not likely 
to happen in the near future. " Actually, Fanny see~s to have 
big ambitions but has not yet taken concrete steps towards 







What would you be in a few years? 
I haven't thou~ht about it. I haven't. 
In your work? 
No. It would be a different world in a 
different year. Really. It's really 
different. You don't know. what would happen , 
next year. I am different from the person t 
was last year. So I haven't 'thought about it. 
Maybe next year I'd suddenly tell you that I've 
started a business. Maybe , I'd emigrate. Maybe. 
I'd get married. Right? It's difficult to 
say. Maybe I talk with you today and I tell 
I'd get married after some time. And then next 
year I'd tell you I have a baby! (Laugh) 
Don't forget to tell me then. (Laugh) 
Sure. Sure. 
Sue has received formal training in secretarial work. 
She is now working directly under the secretary in/" a big 
company. Sue mentioned twice, rather emphatically in the 
interviews, that wh~never the secretary i$ sick or taking a 
leave, she could tactually take her seat and help the boss' ~ 
To be a secretary seems to the clearest and highest objective 
for her. 
CK: Do you like what you're doing now? 
Sue: It's quite good ... My daily jobs are quite 
routine. But since I'm working under the 
secretary, I can watch what she does every day. ~ 
Somet i mes , when she takes a 1 eave , I cou'l d 
actually take her seat and help the boss. It 
is an advantage. 
CK: Does she teach you anything directly? 
Sue: She does. She does. 
CK: For example? 
Sue: It's all related to our job filing 
documents, filing .•. for example, she tells 
me to note down the appointments for the boss 
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in a book. It's not that she teaches me 
explicitly. She just sometimes tells me the jobs she does. 
Sue does not intend to change jobs in the near future. 
She is waiting for promotion, though she has no idea when her 
boss will promote her. 
CK: You're waiting [for promotion]? 
Sue: 'Yes ... And I don't want to change jobs ... If 
you change jobs often, no one wou 1 d emp 1 oy YOU. 
[ ... ] People would think you're unstable and 
immature . 
. Sue does not seem to have big ambition in her career. 
She expects to get -married in si~ or sev~n ~ears' time and 
become a housewife to manage the family and her children. 
She enjoys being with young children. She would quit her ' 
job to rear her children unless the financial situation of 
her family does not allow her to do so. She does not expect 
her future husband to do much hou'sework. She accepts that 
it is more typical for a man to be a breadwinner and ~_woman 
to take care of the household matters. 
• 
Sue's plan for herself seems to fit Brake's (1985) 
observation on the culture of working-class women in the 
West: 
Where low job aspirations exist, as they do for 
most-girls, then there is a commitment to early 
marriage. It is a way out, and a socially 
acceptable one, from educational fa; lure and work 
dissatisfaction, and girls' job decisions tend 
to be made in terms of a short-term commitment 




For the young men in this study, career advancement is 
their lifelong primary concern. They have more concrete. 
plans for their ca~eer development. They expect themselves 
to be the primary ~age-earners " in their future families and 
expect their wives to take care of -the housework and childrerr 
in the family. 
. . 
The traditional gender division of labor in the family 
is most rece i ved by Sue. She expects herself to be a 
housewife and moth~r in six or seven years of time. Itis 
the natural waY ' oflife for her. She does not expect her 
futu re husband to part i c i patei n housework. She is very 
"know"ledgeable about ,the duties of ~ mother and housewife and 
the concrete housework items. This is understandablEJ __ since 
she has been helping " her mother with housework "for many 
years. And she has a father who rarely participates in 
• 
housework. 
Fanny ,is also very knowledgeable and realistic about 
the drudgery of housework. And she is not prepared to 
shoulder the whole responsibility of it. She expects her 
future husband to have equal share in housework or a maid 
should be hired. H~r present family culture is more 
individualistic and without strict division of labor. Her 
father also participates a lot in housework. She does not 
place marriage and family in her first place in life. She 
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is mbre aggressive in her career and she values the economic 
independenc$ of marriage partners . . However, marri~ge remains 
always a possible retreat for her whenever she feels her .work 
is too pressing for h~r. 
• 
121 
. CHAPTER 8 - SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
Occupational differences between the sexes is a complex 
phenomenon which is the result of a variety of factors: early 
soc i a 1 i zat; on, the ' educat i ona 1 system, the dec is ions and -
behavior of employees and employers in the workplaceand also 
social forces at the macro level such as the legislation and 
the capitalistic dynamics, to mer:\tionjust a few. The 
experiences of the young people in this study could only shed 
. 
light on a limited number of aspects in it. Nevertheless 1 
I bel ieve that these accounts of thei r experiences have 
contributedsig~ificantly to our understanding of the issue. 
In this final chapter, I want to draw together the themes I 
h~ve discuss~d in previous chapters. 
In Chapter 2, I have rev; ewed some re 1 evant th,eori es 
and researches in Psychology and Sociology and the 
theoretical debates within the discipl ines. Here, I w-ant to 
• 
relate the findings of this study to these debates. 
8.1 -Differences in Cognitive Abilitie~ 
One argument in Psychology is that the cognitive 
abilities of men and women are different, so they have 
/ 
different occupational attainment. While I accept that there 
are differences in abilities between individuals (otherwise 
there would be no Einstein) and that some of these -
differences may be sex-1. inked, the exper i ences of young 
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people in this study do not support. the view that different 
cognitive abi 1 ities are the major cause of oc.cupational 
differences, in so far . as the cognitive abilities are 
reflected ,in the performances in academic subjects. The four 
young people in thi's study followed roughly the same formal 
curriculum in school. They all . studied in the science 
stream. The results of Sue and Man in the 1989 HKCEE were 
very similar. But their current occupational attainment anq 
prospects are very different. · · The results of Eddy was the 
. 
poorest of all (he passed only in Chinese, Mathematics and 
Rel igion and fai led in all other five subjects) but his 
current occupational attainment and ambition are no less than 
the others. 
. 
Some ' stud i es in the Un; ted States (Stockard , 1985 ; 
Mickelson, 1989) suggest tha~ gender differences in 'fhe job 
market could arise from the tendency of women and men 
choosing different fields of study in high school~ and the 
fI 
colleges. The accounts given by the young . peop 1 e i n th is 
study reveal that in present day Hong Kong, the fields of 
study in senior secohdary schools do not really matter for 
the majori ty of pupi 1 s who enter the job market w; ,th Form 5 
qu.al if;cations. The situation of those with higher 
qualifications is different. And this could be the focus of 
another study~ 
123 
8.2 Effects of Socialization 
Soc i, a li zat ion theor i es suggest that sex-typed behav i ors 
of boys and girls are the result of different creinforcement 
contingencies' given by the soc i a 1 i z i ngagenc i es such as 
parents and teachers. In this 'study, I ' ,do not have the 
' opportunity to observe the parent-child ' re1ationships or the 
teacher-stud~nt interactions of th~ young people. But from 
their own accounts of these relationships, I doubt that their 
parents and teachers have been act i n9 l'i ke behav i ora 1 
scientists to them. 
The relationships between parents and these ,young 
~~op1e are not so close as we have assumed. And as a teacher 
myself, I must also admit that d~ring most of the time, my 
students are treated as a group rather than as indiv:iduals. 
f" 
The effects of these group-teachings ar~ minimal on ~haracter 
formation, as the young people have documented in Chapter 6 . 
• 
Another major weakness of the socialization perspective ;s 
that the socia1ization is portrayed as an one-way process and 
that · the messages are un; tary . ,The young peop 1 e ; n th; s 
study gave strongevidences .that this is not the case. They 
have constantly ignored, rejected, negotiated or twisted the 
messages. They are certainly not passive reci.pients of 
socialization messages as depicted in the perspective. If 
the socialization perspective ;s to be useful, it must 
recognize the dynamic nature of the process. 
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8.3 Instability and Vagueness of Aspiration 
In many psychological studies of adolescent aspiration, 
it is assumed that most adolescents make their first 
tentative occupational choices . during the time prior to 
entering · a work organizatton. It is proposed · that 
ado 1 escents have deve 1 aped voca t i ana 1 se 1 f -concepts wh i ch 
includes . personality, interests, values, perceived 
. capacities, perceived opportunities, · and perceived costs 
. 
before they actually start work (Bain and Fottler, 1980) • 
' When I interviewed the young people in this study, I 
observe that they had virtually no voc~tional self-concepts 
or aspi ration before they entered the job market. Their 
. 
know" edge of the occupational world was scarce and their 
parents and sGhoo 1 were not of much he 1 p to them ill th is 
circumstance. They rarely thought seriously about the future 
when they were in school. For most of the time, their main 
.. 
task was to entertain themselves in their day to day life or 
just to follow the rituals in school. 
If this chere-and-now' attitude is typical of other 
young people, then the common survey strate~y in researching 
adolescents' aspiration ~ould be invalid~ If we give out 
' questicinnaires to students in their classrooms and ask them 
to check or fill in the occupations they are interested in 
. or pref·er to enter in a few years' time, we co~ld always 
collect enough data to run a statistical analysis (see for 
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example: Marjoribanks, 1985; Hammond and Dingley, 1989; 
McNulty and Borgen, 1988; Bain and Fo~tler, 1980). aut the 
relevance of this 'occupationaJ aspiration' is to be queried. 
We may be working on data that do not actually exist jn the 
first place. 
Indeed, our . focus on aspirations and choices in 
Psychology could be misleading, . in understanding the 
phenomenon. The evidences from ~his study reveal that the 
occupational differences between the sexe~ do not come from 
their initial choices, but are embedded in the occupational 
practice and experi~nce the young men and women encounter 
after they have entered a workplace. 
8.4 Structure ,and Process of Family Life 
F ' 
The fam; 1 y ' structures of Sue and Fanny are ver'y 
similar. Their parents are both working with their fathers 
• 
as the primary breadwinners. Fanny is the eldest of five 
daughters a~d Sue is th~ eldest of four. They have, h6wever, 
very · different attitudes towards fami ly and ' work. The 
differences between Sue and Fanny could only be considered 
idiosyncrasies which make up the tunexplained variance' in 
'Et quantitative framework . . 'The ability to capture these 
idiosyncrasies is the special strength 6f qual 'itative methods 
which are sensitive to concrete process. 
In this study, it was found that the family process 
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which creates the culture of' a family has significant 
influence on the outlook of the Y9ung people. F~nny grows 
up in a family with an individualistic culture in which the -
parents adopt a lassie-faire policy towards the upbringing 
of chi 1 dren. · Fanny' turns , out to be an aggressive ' and 
ambitious young women,. Her aggressive and outgoing character 
is sometimes even considered by the school as tinappropr;ate' . 
for a young female' student. Relationships in Sue's family 
- are more hierarchical and the gender division of roles 
. 
between f~ther and mother is strict. Sue becomes a girl who 
,respects authority and accepts without questions the roles 
prescribed to her in- the family, the school and the 
workplace. 
j , 
8.5 School Li~e ~nd Preparation for Work 
F 
In this study, 1 - find little direct relation between 
schooling experiences and - the formation of occupational 
orientations of the young people. The formal school life is 
1 arge ly i rre 1 evant for those students who do not have the 
intent or abi 1 ities for :further education. There are some 
indirect influences however. The school experiences of Sue 
and Man i 11 ustrate that, conformi ng students are not 1 i ke 'l y 
to have great advancement in the 6areer, unless they have at 
the same time the chances to receive positive character and 
social skills training through participating i ,n official 
activities'. 
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Fanny and Eddy were both marg i na 1 in schoo 1 and at 
home. They have learnt to manage ,thei r own 1 iyes and be ' 
assertive and aggressive in school, . at home and at work. 
They spent thei r energy outs; de the forma 1 framework of 
school life which t~ey considered meaningless. However, once 
they start work, they understand that it ;s up to themselves 
. . 
to control their own future in their career. The;r practice 
and ab i 1 i ty to create time and space for themse 1 ves in schoo 1 
enable them to fight for their own future in work. 
8.6 Future Roles and Current Work: A Dialectical 
Relationship 
Expectations of future roles in family seem to have 
the strongest relation with their current orientation to 
work. Both young men and women in th i s study acc7pt , the 
traditional roles of men and women in the family (though to 
a less extent in Fanny's case). A man is expected to be the 
• 
chi~f breadwinner while a woman the bread-baker. Within this 
traditional frame of attitudes, a job for a young man is the 
beginnin'g of a life-long career. For a young woman, ·it is 
more a short-term commitment which would give way to other 
more important roles after her marriage: a mother and a 
housewife. These thinking and 'expectations about · future 
roles might have influence on the current work motivation of 
the , young peop 1 e '. A man cahnot support a familY ,with the ' 
salarY ' of a messenger ' ora ju~ior clerk. A woman's job as 
secretary or , clerk is however compatible with her family 
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responsibility. Doing overtime work for a man is the normal 
way of life and a , necessity for caree~ advancement, on the 
conditiori that thete is a woman to take care of the.ho~sehol~ 
chores.. The woman could be a mother, a wife or a maid. 
On the other ' hand, 
opportunity on the job 
one's present experiences 
may also ·influence his or 
and 
her 
expectations of the future 'role: If people encounter 
satisfying - and promising job experiences, they would 
naturally tend to ,place more val~e on their · future work role. 
When one's current experiences are not as satisfying or with 
dim prospect, he or she will be more likely to quit the job 
when there is an al ternat i ve .. 
Therefore, if it is a common or informal practice in 
the workplace that women are consistently giver:(' less 
opportunities and jobs of lower value and Significance, as 
we have discussed in Chapter 5, then they are likely to have 
a lower aspiration in their career. In this way, women's low 
aspiration in ' work becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, and 
that in turn becomes a justification of allocating them to 
posts with' low status and little chance of advancement. 
8.7 . The Structure a~d Agency Relationship 
Young people entering the job market are carrying with 
them s~bjective perceptions, beliefs and their personality 
tr'aits. They ' are also entering into certain structural 
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relationships ' that they have no escape. orie of these 
structures is gender, which is the. focus of ~his study. 
Gender structure i snot a static entity· but is constituted 
through th.e daily action of the actors. The gender structure 
"also i~poses ~onst~aints on the decisions and activities of 
the actors. Structuration theory asserts" that structure and 
activity are deeply implicated in each other in the process 
of social reproduction. The present study gives concrete 
evidenc~s to register the dynamics of the "process. The 
. 
debate concerning the extent to which young people exercise 
choi ce duri nOg thei r entry into the job market shoul d go 
beyond the assertion of the priority of structure over 
action, or action over structure (Layder at al, 1991). A 
~ingle-sided view 6f the phenomenon can no longer capture and 
, 
appreciate the complexity of the process of young people in 
their transition from school to work. In order to undprstand 
the comp 1 ex process, more researches ; n the qua 1 i tat; ve 
framework that attend to subtleties should be employed . 
• 
8.8 Limitations 
There are several 1 imitations which should be noted 
when interpreting the results il') this study. - First, the 
present study describes the experiences of young people 
entering the job market with Form 5 qualification. Their 
experiences and perspectives may be different from those with 
furthe"r formal educational qual ifications. Often when people 
have more formal education, they probably have more 
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s~ec i a 1 i zed .-E!ep~r:at ; on for the-tr j-obs. ":/ Hence, the jobs 
available and opportunities for Ferm ' 5 gra~uates are 
certa in 1 y not the same as those 'i nte,nded for Form 7 or 
university graduates. However s certain aspects of 
\ 
the 
experiences described in this study such , as : the tsocial 
relations jn the work~lace' might also be applied to 
employees in every level of a work organization. 
The experiences of the young people in this study may, 
neverthel~ss, , be typical of a significant portion of the 
secondary school leavers. In the year of their graduation 
(1989), there were over 70000 Form 5 graduates and less than 
20000 places in the Sixth Fo~m course (Census and Statistics 
Department, 1991). Of course, ' many students opt to repeat 
For~ 5 to attempt the HKCEE again and some proceed to other 
modes of further education. There are still about 60 percent 
of the students who go ; nto emp 1 oymentafte r they have 
completed Form 5 (Luk, 1989). 
• 
Second, since only four young people are interviewed 
in this st~dy, I have no intent ' to claim that the differences 
observed between Eddy and Man on the one hand and Sue and 
Fanny on the other are , necessarily gender differences. 
However, the; r ' exper" ~i ences so ,far observed can be 
consistently explained by their specific fam'ily history and 
upbringing as young men or women. 
Third, the ' n~ture of this study is close to an 
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ethnographic study. Ethnog raph i c stud; es are ve ry time 
cohsuming and often take years to complete. Due to the time 
constraint to complete this thesis, I can only have some ' , 
conjecture ,on issues that I found interesting and significant 
in the accounts of 'the young people. For example, analysis 
of family influences , would be more complete if I could also 
interviewed -the siblings of these , young peop1,e to seethe 
different perspectives of children, in the same family. 
F 0 u r t h , i n te rv i ew i n g i s an art i f i c·i a 1 , se t t ; n g, as i n 
most other research strategies. I could only obtain 
information from them in such setting. ·As an adult, I do 
not have direct access to certain significant domains of 
their world, such as their peer life. As their past teacher, 
, 
I bel iave ·1 have enl isted thei r tr"ust and i: can better 
. understand some subtle accounts of their school life since 
/ 
I have part'ic;pated in it myself. However ', I could have been 
less reflective than a researcher who ;s a total stranger to 
• 
them. A stranger might ,have asked certain questions that I 
have taken for granted. Obviously, there are always los~ and 
gain ;n this matter. 
The best ' I f cou 1 d do as a .researcher, ; n th is study was 
to be alert to this issue and try to strike a balance between 
an empathetic past ·teacher and an objective researcher. To 
the best of my knowledge, there is no evi.dence that they 
wanted . to please me in any way when they were responding to 
my quest; ons. And I think my interview strategy in this 
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study has allowed · them great freedom ·to express their ideas 
without being l~d by my own views on the . issu~s. . I was 
constantly alert during the interview sessions that I should 
be critical to r but 'not evaluative of -their statements. 
Actually, besides ~aving a good relationship with them, I 
knew very little of their private lives and hopes before the 
interviews' and I had to abandon many of my preconceptions ' 
with the new 'understandings I ga~ned from their account~. 
In this study, I have made explicit the risk of subjective 
. 
involvement in the bid to gain ~ew theoret~cal understanding. 
How far I have succeeded in this bid is open to the scrutiny 
of the readers. 
• 
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEWING STRATEGY 
In qualitative research, one of the key elements of 
the methodology is'to avoid structured interviews (Measor, 
1985). However, I did have a set of thematic areas which I 
wanted to cover in the interview~: family, school and work. 
Under each broad area, I had in mind c~rtain topics which I 
considered essential. 
The interviewing strategy that I found useful in this 
study was to ask questions as brief and open-ended as 
possible and let the interviewees to tell their own story. 
Very often, the i ntervi ewees themse 1 ves moved on to the 
topics that I expected to cover with little probing from me. 
And more importantly, they sometimes talked about s~bjects 
that I ,had overlooked in my ~topic list' but which turned out 
to be significant themes in their accounts. For example, 
• 
before the i.nterviews, I did not , fully appreciate the 
significance of ~social relations in the workplace' as a 
·factor in the career advancement of these young people. This 
theme was however commonly suggested by all four young people 
during the interviews. Ina sense, the development of the 
interviews were more in the control of the interviewees than 
in me. Nevertheless, I was able to cover all the topics that 
I 
I intended to cover, though the sequences of the questions 
were never the same in any two interviews. 
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The followings are major questions that I raised , with 
the i'nterviewees: 
Work 
What did, you do after you finished .your HKCEE? 
How did you seek employment? 
How did you obtain the job? 
'How are your relations with your colleagues and boss? 
What exactly do you do daily in your job? 
Do you satisfy with your job? 
What do you think you would do in a few years? 
(In cases where the young people have changed jobs, I 
asked them to describe their'experiences in each.) 
School 
How do you think the school 1 ife t:lave , helped you in 
your jobs? 
What did you think about the school rules? How did 
you response to them? ' 
What were your relations with your teachers and 
schoolmates? 
What did you do outside school time? 
Family . 
What do your parents, brothers/sisters do? 
Who do the housework in your. family? How is housework 
shared among your family members? 
What do you parents expect of your education and work? 
What do yo~ expect of your future family? 1-
How will you arrange housework and child care between ' 
you and your spouse? 
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